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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
There is limited understanding of the impacts and consequences for low-income households of the
substantive increases in household energy prices since mid-2007. The average increase in Australian
household electricity prices from 2007 to 2013 was nearly 83% with the highest experienced by NSW
households (108%) and the lowest average increase for those living in the ACT (71%).
This study provides a substantive evidence base of the lived experiences of low-income households
as a result of rapidly rising household energy bills. The study comprised: an online survey completed
by 372 respondents across Australia during the period 1 February to 30 November 2012; and, focus
groups and interviews conducted with 130 participants in the capital city and a regional centre of the
four most populous States during October and November 2012.
There has been anecdotal reporting by the media, welfare agencies, community organisations and
charities of the deleterious effects of rising energy prices. The findings of this study indicate the
nature of these damaging effects is widespread and systemic.
The well-being, health and lifestyle of low-income Australian households are suffering from the
cumulative effects of ever-increasing electricity bills over a sustained period of many years which has
compounded the circumstances of these vulnerable households.
Never or rarely leaving home, using only one room, shorter (or occasionally, no) showers, watching
less television, going to bed fully clothed (or early) to avoid the use of heating, families using a
common sleeping room when cold, rarely having friends or extended family at home to avoid using
cooking appliances and/or the room temperature being uncomfortable – these are some of the
‘strategies’ that low-income households have adopted to ‘manage’ their energy use as they
endeavour to control the size of bills. These actions are far more extreme than the commonly
promulgated measures to improve household energy efficiency.
As a result of cutting expenditure on essentials such as food and reallocating expenditure on other
items to be able to pay energy bills, and making relatively severe changes in household practices to
reduce the size of energy bills, these households are suffering physical discomfort, reduced physical
and mental well-being, loneliness and social isolation, strains within household relationships, and
distress about the social and emotional well-being of children.
The awareness of energy efficiency measures is strong and nearly all households have tried to
reduce their energy use in response to rising energy bills. Barriers to further reductions in energy
consumption are no financial capacity to afford energy saving appliances or household
vi

repairs/improvements (which is most problematic for renters), the need for health-related use of
heating and cooling and life support equipment, and the presence of children. Households are
loathe to cut heating or cooling too much in case it affects the health of children or exacerbates
existing health vulnerabilities.
The dominant policy measure to assist low-income households with energy bills are rebates,
concessions and temporary financial assistance provided by State and Territory governments,
generally as an absolute amount (lump sum) rather than a proportion of a household energy bill as is
the case only in Victoria. More subtly, this assistance shifts the problem to one of poor financial
management and individual (lack of) responsibility.
At least 2.3 million low-income households are regularly receiving some form of State Government
concession or rebate on their electricity bill. Yet all States record a higher proportion of residential
consumers being disconnected for non-payment of bills in 2011-12 compared to 2007-08 which
strongly signals the increasing ineffectiveness of these measures.
Access to assistance measures requires self-identification and hence the need for information. Yet
many eligible households are ignorant of programs because they do not have internet access where
information is most commonly provided, mobile phone costs and call waiting times prohibit them
making contact with an energy supplier, or communication difficulties are experienced when contact
is made which leads to frustration and an unwillingness by the household to spend further time
trying to engage with their energy company.
Payment plans and hardship policies are further types of assistance for households experiencing
energy hardship. Under the new, and partially implemented, National Energy Customer Framework
(NECF) energy retailers are required to implement customer hardship programs which are generally
framed around payment arrangements for energy bills owing, ongoing use and the avoidance of
disconnection. Households who have used such plans to date generally consider the payments were
unaffordable being set too high and not reflecting their capacity to pay.
Overall, the study’s findings pose a number of critical issues for government and policymakers.
There is strong evidence of the inability of low-income households to become more energy efficient.
Effort to reduce household energy use is widespread but has been highly concentrated on low-cost
practices like the installation of low-energy light bulbs. The barriers to reducing energy consumption
mean the scope for further – and substantive – improvements in the energy efficiency of these
households are highly constrained. More minor changes to household energy behaviour will not
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result in sufficiently significant changes to be reflected in lower energy bills and will undoubtedly
aggravate already diminished levels of health and well-being.
There is a problematic relationship between low-income households and energy retailers. This
relationship is framed by companies providing customer information on websites, the use of 1300 or
1800 numbers for customers to make telephone contact, and the customer experience encountered
when discussing payment difficulties or a payment plan. Nearly 1.5 million low-income households
do not have home internet access. From 1 January 2015 calls from mobile phones to an 1800
number will be free. In the meantime, call costs pose a significant barrier to contact and information.
The new NECF requires a more proactive approach by energy retailers to assist those likely to
experience energy hardship although the success of this approach is as yet unknown.
A further critical policy issue is the purpose of assistance of energy bill assistance. Current assistance,
the monetary value of which varies considerably across Australia, is reactive. Assistance is directed
at the bill which is the end-point of household energy use. Thus this assistance does not help lowincome households manage their energy use to achieve the maximum possible energy efficiency
level for their circumstances. Measures for widespread, long-term improvements to the energy
efficiency of housing occupied by low-income households are also non-existent. Energy efficiency
measures are limited in scale and focus on household behavioural practices to reduce energy use.
The effectiveness of current energy bill assistance would appear questionable given, for example,
the increasing rate of residential electricity disconnections and the findings of this study. But to
understand the ‘effectiveness’ of current measures will require a systematic evaluation drawing on
data which should be held by all Australian Governments even if not publicly released at this time.
Nevertheless, such an evaluation would only deal with current reactive measures and not provide
preventative or remedial policies; preventative in the sense that low-households are ‘prevented’
from falling into energy hardship and remedial in the sense that households are ‘removed’.
Energy hardship is caused by a conjunction of factors – low income, energy prices, the condition of
housing, and the capacity to adopt different household practices to manage energy use given its
size, composition and needs. Given the current extent of energy hardship, as evidenced by this
study, there is a high need for reactive policies – and undoubtedly an improved level of assistance to continue until preventative and remedial policies are implemented and successively operated for
some years. Thus the threshold question for policymakers is whether there is the political will to
directly address and eliminate energy hardship or whether the only form of assistance will remain
reactive, fragmented and increasingly ineffective.
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1.

INTRODUCTION AND THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY 1

Australian household energy use has increased substantially in the last decade and electricity prices
have escalated. This report presents the findings of a two-part study which investigated the actual –
not hypothesized - impacts for low-income households from paying higher energy bills.
Australian household energy use grew by 33% during the period 1990-2008.
person rose by 19% during 2002-07.

3

2

Electricity use per

This growth has been driven by larger home sizes, more

household appliances (e.g. refrigerators, televisions, clothes dryers, dishwashers, and freezers) and
IT equipment in the home, and an increased use of heaters and coolers.

4

Australian households

have the highest rates of ownership of refrigerators and air-conditioners in the OECD, with nearly
75% using space cooling and 57% a clothes dryer, both big energy users and for which there has
been a marked increase in household take-up in recent years.

5

More than 80% of Australian

households also have a home computer.
Most Australian households are able to choose the company to supply their electricity. If they do so,
the prices paid are set by a ‘market contract’. If a household chooses to remain on a ‘standard
contract’ their electricity prices are set by State and Territory government regulators. Some 40% of
NSW households, 30% of Victorian and Queensland, and 19% of South Australian households have
chosen to remain on ‘standard contracts’, and thus pay regulated electricity prices.

6

Regulated

electricity prices are to be phased out subject to evidence of effective competition. There have been
no regulated prices since 2009 for Victorian households, and for South Australian households from
February 2013, although electricity companies must provide ‘standing offer’ electricity prices to
those households not on a ‘market contract’. The actual electricity prices paid by households under a
market contract are not available. The changes in regulated prices, however, are a strong indicator
of the experience of all Australian households.
1

This section draws in part on material published in Chester, L. and Morris, A. (2011) ‘A new form of energy
poverty is the hallmark of liberalised energy sectors’, Australian Journal of Social Issues, 46(4): 444-45.
2
Australian Bureau of Agricultural & Resource Economics (2010), Energy in Australia, Canberra: ABARE.
3
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008), Environmental issues and conservation, Cat. No. 4602.0.55.001.
4
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2010), Energy use in Australian homes, March 2010, Cat. No. 4614.0.55.001.
5
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011a) Environmental Issues: Energy Use and Conservation, March 2011, Cat.
4602.0.55.001; OECD (2011) Greening Household Behaviour: The Role of Public Policy, Paris, OECD.
6
Essential Services Commission (2012), Energy retailers comparative performance report – pricing 2011-12,
September, Melbourne: ESC; Essential Services Commission of South Australia (2013), Performance of the
South Australian retail energy market – market development, July-December 2012, Adelaide: ESCoSA;
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2013), Review of regulated retail prices for electricity, From 1
July 2013 to 30 June 2016: Electricity – Final Report, June, Sydney: IPART.
1

During the five years to 2003-04, NSW regulated household prices showed no real change although
there were real increases of 5-11% in all other States and Territories except South Australia where
prices stagnated before leaping 24% in real terms in 2003-04. 7 Much more substantive increases in
regulated household prices have occurred in recent years as each regulator has sought to make
prices cost-reflective of supply and “consistent with the Government’s policy aim of reducing
customers’ reliance on regulated prices”. 8
In the six year period to mid-2013, the average increase in NSW regulated household electricity
prices was nearly 108%. This compares to more than 80% in Victoria, Queensland and Tasmania, and
slightly less than 80% for households living in South Australia, Western Australia and the Northern
Territory. ACT households experienced the smallest increase of slightly less than 71% (Table 1). 9
Table 1: Nominal average increases in regulated household electricity prices, 2007-13 10
Annual change

NSW
Victoria
Queensland
South Australia
Western Australia
Tasmania
NT
ACT

200708
(%)
7.5
7.3
11.4
12.3
0.0
15.7
4.4
16.7

200809
(%)
7.5
7.4
9.1
2.5
10.0
3.9
3.4
7.1

200910
(%)
20.2
13.5
11.8
2.0
23.6
7.0
18.0
6.4

201011
(%)
10.0
6.0
13.3
18.2
10.0
15.3
5.0
2.4

201112
(%)
17.3
12
6.6
17.4
5.0
11.0
2.8
6.4

201213
(%)
15.7
18.0
11.5
8.9
12.5
10.6
30.0
17.7

Cumulative change
2007-08 2007-08 2007-08
to
to
to
2010-11 2011-12 2012-13
(%)
(%)
(%)
52.8
79.5
107.9
39.3
56.0
84.0
54.0
64.1
83.0
38.8
62.9
77.4
49.6
57.0
76.7
48.3
64.6
82.0
33.7
37.5
78.7
36.2
44.9
70.6

The average annual change may understate the actual increase experienced by a household as does
the CPI Electricity Price Index for those who live in the eastern States (Table 2). 11 Nevertheless, this
index shows (except for Canberra) electricity prices clearly outstripping CPI and average weekly
earnings. During the same period the Pensioner and Beneficiary Living Cost Index (PBLCI) increased

7

Electricity Supply Association of Australia (2003), Electricity prices in Australia 2003/04, Sydney South: ESAA.
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2010), Review of regulated retail tariffs and charges for
electricity 2010-2013: Electricity – Final report, March 2010, Sydney: IPART, p.11.
9
The only available Victorian data since 2009 is for average market contract prices. The average real increase
for standing contract prices (tantamount to regulated prices) from 2006-07 to 2010-11 was 36% which is
comparable to the nominal change shown in Table 1 for regulated prices of nearly 40% in the four years to
2010-11 (Essential Services Commission (2011), Energy retailers comparative performance report – pricing
2010-11, December, Melbourne: ESC).
10
These average increases were calculated from published price increases on each State and Territory
regulator’s website.
11
The average price increases presented in Table 1 refer to all household consumers whereas the CPI
electricity index only covers metropolitan households. This different coverage does not account for such a
wide difference for so many households.
8

2

by 16%. The PBLCI informs decisions about pension indexation rates. Both indices substantively
understate actual average electricity price movements for the majority of Australian households.
Table 2: Comparative changes in regulated electricity prices, price indices and average weekly
earnings, 2007-12 (%) 12
2007-08 to 2011-12
NSW
Victoria
Queensland
South Australia
Western Australia
Tasmania
NT
ACT
Australia

Regulated household
electricity prices
79.5
n.a.
64.1
62.9
57.0
64.6
37.5
44.9
n.a.

CPI electricity
price index
66.3
59.5
49.7
50.5
56.9
41.3
34.9
22.5
57.1

All groups
CPI
14.3
14.2
16.0
14.7
14.2
13.0
15.2
14.4
14.5

Average weekly
earnings
19.1
20.0
26.7
21.3
33.7
27.2
32.3
27.1
27.5

Electricity prices comprise a complex array of tariffs which represent four types of charges for the
activities of generation, transmission, distribution and retail. The price increases since mid-2007 are
directly attributable to higher charges for transmission and distribution services, and to a lesser
extent the wholesale (generation) charge.

13

The impact of the carbon tax contributed

approximately 10% in 2012-13.
Around 3.5 million Australian households fall within the two lowest income quintiles.

14

Poor

households in advanced industrial economies, as in developing countries, spend higher proportions
of income and expenditure on energy. 15 In 2009-10, domestic fuel and power accounted for 2.6% of
average weekly expenditure for all Australian households. Electricity costs accounted for 75% of this
weekly expenditure. 16
This average, however, masks a distinct difference between income groups. As household disposable
income rises, a steadily declining proportion is spent on domestic energy. The poorest 20% of
households in 2009-10 spent 4% of average weekly expenditure on domestic energy costs, double
12

n.a. = Not available; CPI figures are for each capital city and the weighted average for eight capital cities;
Year ending August for full-time adult ordinary time earnings. Source: Table 1 and calculated from:
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011b) Consumer price index, Australia, September 2011, Cat. 6401.0.
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011c), Average weekly earnings, Australia, August 2011, Cat. 63012.0.
13
Australian Energy Market Commission (2011), Possible future retail electricity price movements: 1 July 2011
to 30 June 2014, Final report, 25 November, Sydney: AEMC.
14
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011d), Household Income and Income Distribution Australia, Cat. 6523.0.
15
Jamasb, T. & Meier, H. (2010a) Energy spending and vulnerable households, Cambridge Working Paper in
Economics 1109, Faculty of Economics, University of Cambridge; Khandker, S.R., Barnes, D.F. & Samad, H.A.
(2010) Energy poverty in rural and urban India: are the energy poor also the income poor? World Bank Policy
Research Working Paper No. 5463, Washington DC, World Bank.
16
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011e) Household Expenditure Survey Australia, Summary of Results, 200910, Cat. 6530.0:
3

that of the richest households (Table 3). The comparative weekly expenditure proportions in 20032004 were 2.9% for the poorest and 1.5% for the highest income. 17
Table 3: Average Australian household expenditure on energy, 2009-10 18
2009-10
Lowest
% of total households
Mean weekly income
% of av. weekly expenditure on
domestic fuel and power
% of av. weekly domestic fuel and
power expenditure on electricity
% of equivalised disposable income
on domestic fuel and power
% of equivalised disposable income
on electricity

EQUIVALISED DISPOSABLE
HOUSEHOLD INCOME QUINTILE
Second Third Fourth Highest
All

24.5
$314
3.9

18.2
$524
3.2

18.1
$721
2.8

18.6
$975
2.4

20.6
$1704
2.0

100
$848
2.6

Second &
third deciles
21.3
$429
3.7

76.3

75.0

74.6

75.7

74.3

75.1

n.a.

7.0

5.3

4.3

3.7

2.6

3.8

6.5

5.4

4.0

3.2

2.8

1.9

2.9

n.a.

Table 3 also shows the disproportionate impact of energy costs by household income quintile. The
poorest quintile, actually nearly 25% of Australian households, in 2009-2010 spent, on average, 7%
of equivalised disposable income on household energy costs. This is nearly three times the
proportion spent by the wealthiest households and represents an upward shift since 2003-2004
when the poorest quintile was found to be spending 2.4 times that of the wealthiest. It is also
notable that the second lowest quintile, and a little more than 18% of households, in 2009-10 spent
twice the proportion spent by the wealthiest households.
Two cautionary notes need to be made about this data. First, all the energy expenditure proportions
have been derived from the mean weekly income for each quintile. This means that the derived
figures will not be representative of all those within each income quintile and should be treated as
indicative only. Second, these figures understate the current situation for low-income households
because they do not include the effect of the substantial electricity prices increases since mid-2010
(as shown in Table 1).
These trends and data illustrate two critical points. Electricity prices rises are causing low-income
households to pay higher proportions of income and expenditure to meet energy bills. The severely
disproportionate impact on the poorest Australian households is widening over time. There is little
17

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2006) Household Expenditure Survey Australia: Detailed Expenditure Items,
2003-04 (reissue), Cat. 6530.0.
18
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011d) Household Income and Income Distribution Australia, Cat. 6523.0
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011f) Household Expenditure Survey Australia, Summary of Results, 2009-10,
Cat. 6530.0.
4

doubt that electricity bills are impacting on the circumstances and well-being of low-income
households.
A low-income household’s capacity to meet escalating energy costs will be influenced by the ability
to change its energy demand and housing tenure. The condition of housing influences the demand
for energy. Draughty, poorly insulated, inadequately ventilated and older housing causing damp and
mould growth, excess cold or excess heat, will directly influence energy use for space heating and
cooling. Owner-occupiers may be more likely to make energy efficiency improvements given their
greater level of control over the home. Many older owner-occupiers will, however, have insufficient
financial resources for housing improvements to reduce their energy needs. Renters may not feel
the responsibility or right to make housing improvements. Low-income renters also face the
constraint of not being able to find alternative, affordable and more energy-efficient housing. Lowincome households have much less capacity to influence housing energy efficiency to reduce their
energy demand and stem the growth of energy bills as prices rapidly rise.
The ability of low-income households to adjust their energy demand will not only depend on housing
conditions and tenure. It also will be influenced by the size, composition and daily activities of the
household, as well as the capacity to replace energy-inefficient appliances and adopt different
household practices. A number of studies have found that the energy demand of low-income
households is relatively price insensitive. 19 Consequently, higher electricity prices can be expected
to shift low-income household expenditure patterns because greater proportions of disposable
income are needed for energy bills and less will be available to meet other essentials.
There is limited understanding of the consequences for low-income Australian households of the
substantive increases in electricity prices which have occurred during the last decade and
particularly since mid-2007.
The overwhelming focus of research into the impacts of higher household energy prices has been a
phenomenon deemed ‘fuel poverty’ found in the UK, Ireland, Europe, US and more recently, New
Zealand. 20 Although there is no commonly adopted definition, fuel poverty in the UK is considered

19

Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2003) Inclining block tariffs for electricity network services,
Discussion Paper 64, Sydney, IPART; Jamasb, T. & Meier, H. (2010b) Household energy spending and income
groups: Evidence from Great Britain, Cambridge Working Paper on Economics 1011, Faculty of Economics,
University of Cambridge.
20
For example: Boardman, B. (1991), Fuel poverty: From cold homes to affordable warmth, London: Belhaven
Press; Buzar, S. (2007), Energy poverty in Eastern Europe, Aldershot: Ashgate; Healy, J.D. (2004), Housing, fuel
poverty and health: A pan-European analysis, Aldershot: Ashgate; Lloyd, B. (2006), ‘Fuel poverty in New
Zealand’, Social Policy Journal of New Zealand, 27(March): 142-55.
5

to exist when more than 10% of a household’s income is required for energy costs to adequately
heat a home. Low income, energy prices and poor energy efficiency of housing are the causes.
There is strong international evidence of increasing proportions of disposable income needed to pay
ever-increasing electricity bills and of low-income households suffering considerable hardship to pay
these bills. 21 Strong correlations also have been found between fuel poverty and winter mortality,
housing energy efficiency, self-disconnection, expenditure trade-offs between food and energy, a
range of household ‘energy coping strategies’, impacts on nutrition, physical and psychological
health, as well as social exclusion, marginalisation and relationship breakdown. 22
Australian households do not experience below freezing winter temperatures and thus are unlikely
to pay 10%, or more, of their income for heating costs although they do use greater amounts of
energy for cooling.
Some small research projects have, however, unearthed findings comparable to those found
internationally. A 2004 report starkly described a range of physical and mental health effects, social
exclusion and deprivation experienced by 12 low-income South Australian households following an
electricity price increase around 30 per cent in one year.
... all forgo at least one of the normal essentials of physical health, thermal comfort, adequate
nutrition, social contact, access to education or entertainment, or freedom from financial
insecurity and mental stress ... usually a combination of two or more of these unmet needs has
emerged (Laris and Associates 2004: 9). 23
Changed household expenditure patterns arising from electricity price increases were also found in
2004 amongst people receiving financial counselling. Half had reduced their spending on food and
telephone, whereas 80% or more had cut expenditure on clothing, holidays, movies and sport. 24 A
few years later, more than 70% of financially stressed households were found to be making sacrifices
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For example: European Fuel Poverty and Energy Efficiency Project (2009), Tackling fuel poverty in Europe:
Recommendations guide for policy makers, www.fuel-poverty.org/files/WP5_D15_EN.pdf.
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For example: Gibbons, D. and Singler, R. (2008), Cold comfort: A review of coping strategies employed by
households in fuel poverty, Report for EnergyWatch, London: Centre for Social and Economic Inclusion; Liddell,
C. and Morris, C. (2010), ‘Fuel poverty and human health: A review of recent evidence’, Energy Policy, 38(6):
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on 12 low-income households in South Australia, Adelaide: Western Region Energy Action Group.
24
UnitingCare Australia (2010), Response to April 2010 AER Issues Paper: Developing National Hardship
Indicators, June.
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to meet electricity price increases and 10% were unable to meet the cost. 25 Electricity and gas bills
have been found also to be the greatest cause of rental arrears (63%) in Victorian low-income
households. 26
A not-for-profit organisation, which distributes government vouchers to assist those having difficulty
with the payment of energy bills, reported in 2008 that 80% of these were seeking assistance for
electricity bills.

27

Nearly 40% of the two lowest household income quintiles were unable to pay

electricity, gas or telephone bills on time during 2010. 28
A study of the experiences following a utility disconnection reported children (36%) or others in the
household (34%) became anxious or distressed, children were unable to do homework (17%), and
someone in the house either could not use a medical device (9%) or became ill (7%). 29 Higher levels
of anxiety or distress following a disconnection were found in a follow-up study four years later.
30

Energy ombudsmen are reporting significant increases in household complaints and higher levels

of disconnections, with increases of 33% in Victoria and 54% in South Australia in 2010-11. 31
A 2010 survey found 27% and 18% of older NSW homeowners dependent primarily or solely on the
age pension ‘always’ or ‘often’ had difficulty paying their electricity or gas bills respectively.

32

Just

over one quarter of respondents said they could ‘seldom’ or ‘never afford’ to heat or cool their
homes adequately, and 44% cent of those who perceived that their quality of life was ‘poor or fair’
always had difficulty paying their electricity bills.
The media also has reported cases of hardship such as parents going without food in order to pay
energy bills.
25
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(Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011g), 2010 General social survey: Summary results, Australia, Cat. 4159.0).
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Public Interest Advocacy Centre (2009) Cut-off II: The experience of utility disconnections, Final report
prepared by URBIS, Sydney: PIAC.
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Melbourne: ESC; Essential Services Commission of South Australia (2011), Annual performance report: South
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There is, however, no substantive contemporary evidence base to inform policymaking of the
consequences for low-income households of escalating energy prices. Are increasing amounts of
income needed to pay energy bills and is expenditure being foregone on other essentials? Are
escalating energy bills, as found in the UK and Europe, contributing towards evidence of hardship
such as inadequate nutrition, poor physical and psychological health, and social exclusion? What are
the constraints on changes to energy use behaviour and practices of these households? What is the
impact of housing conditions on the energy use of low-income households? What is the extent of
relief provided by government and energy company hardship programs? These are the questions
which this research project is designed to answer.
The aim of this study is to contribute to redressing these knowledge gaps. Specifically, the study
sought to investigate: the affordability and payment of low-income household energy bills, the
ability for low-income households to change their energy use, and the strategies adopted by these
households to manage higher energy bills in order to determine the consequences for the well-being
and lifestyle of rising energy prices for poorer Australian households.
The study comprised two parts: on online survey that was available from 1 February to 30 November
2012; and, focus groups and interviews which were conducted in October and November 2012.
This report is structured as follows. Section Two details the study’s research methodology to collect
quantitative and qualitative data from low-income Australian households. Section Three presents
the findings from the online survey and those from the focus groups and interviews are presented in
Section Four. Section Five provides an overview of current policies and programs of assistance for
low-income households who are experiencing difficulties with the payment of household energy
bills. Section Six presents a summary of the key findings and the policy implications, and proposes a
preliminary design framework to evaluate the effectiveness of programs intended to assist those
experiencing ‘energy impoverishment’.
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2.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

2.1 QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE DATA NEEDS
This study used a mixed methods approach to collect quantitative and qualitative data which
‘deepens’ the project’s interpretative base and increases the validity and credibility of the empirical
reality in the research findings.33 It also partially overcomes the inherent weakness in using a single
research method. Quantitative data is required to estimate the proportions of disposable income
needed by low-income households to pay rising energy bills, and determine if any correlation exists
with household characteristics, geographic location, the condition of housing and household
expenditure priorities. Qualitative data is required to determine the impacts of rising energy bills on
housing choices, health, social inclusion and other determinants of well-being. An online survey
collected the quantitative data and some qualitative data. The primary qualitative data collection
instrument was focus groups and interviews.

2.1.1 Research limitations and delimitations
The target population was low-income households. This study defines low-income households as
those with a weekly income equivalent to or less than the income quintile of the Federal Minimum
Wage (FMW). FMW workers are strongly represented in the lowest income quintiles.34 Australian
Bureau of Statistics data has consistently shown the FMW falling within the second household
income quintile.35
Access to a sufficient number of low-income households to provide reliable data is difficult without
considerable resources and the assistance of a number of government agencies. An online survey
provides a more cost-effective option compared to a mail questionnaire although this data collection
method does not capture the nearly 1.5 million low-income households who do not have home

33

Denzin, N.K. (1997), 'Triangulation in educational research', in Keeves, J.P. (ed.) Educational research,
methodology, and measurement: An international handbook, 2nd edition, New York: Pergamon, 318-22.
34
Healy, J. and Richardson, S. (2006), An updated profile of the minimum wage workforce in Australia,
Research Report No.4/06, Australian Fair Pay Commission.
35
For example, see Australian Bureau of Statistics (2010) (2013) Household income and income distribution,
Cat. No. 6523.
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internet access. 36 The study did have not have access to sufficient funding to conduct a mail
questionnaire or interviews of a sufficient scale to provide a statistically significant sample of around
3.5 million Australian households which fall within the two lowest income quintiles, the study’s
targeted household income range.
The representativeness of respondents is a particular issue for online data collection. A range of
strategies were used to maximise responses from low-income households. The project website
explains the low-income household focus of the research and this was directly placed above the
survey entry button. The survey was advertised through peak community and welfare organisations
with extensive networks in direct contact with households experiencing hardship and crisis,
including those agencies that deliver assistance - on behalf of State governments – to those
experiencing difficulties with energy bills. Participants were given the opportunity to win a $50
supermarket voucher, which will be of greatest interest to a low-income household, and to reduce
the possibility of non-Australian households responding, the survey website page discussed which
households are eligible and the second survey question required provision of the household’s
residential postcode. If this question was not completed, survey completion will not be possible.
Housing quality, which impacts on energy efficiency and thus energy use, may be measured in a
number of ways including visual inspection. This project used ABS housing quality indicators (e.g.
insulation, lighting, material of external walls, window treatment) to compile quantitative data
about dwelling characteristics of low-income households.37
A qualitative approach allows researchers to “understand lived experiences and ... interpret the
understandings and shared meanings of people’s everyday social worlds and realities”.38 Qualitative
methods provide a fuller picture of how factors such as income and household structure are
reflected in daily practices, understandings, and behaviour.39 This picture is required to determine if
rising electricity bills impact on housing choices, health, social inclusion, and other determinants of
well-being for low-income households. The study’s qualitative methods are groups and in-depth
interviews.
Face-to-face discussion is the most appropriate method to gain detailed and contextual insights into
the well-being, health and lifestyle of low-income households as a result of paying significantly
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Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011),Household use of information technology: Australia 2008-09, Cat. No.
8146.0
37
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008), Environmental issues and conservation, Cat. No. 4602.0.55.001.
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Limb, M. and Dwyer, C. (2002), Qualitative methods for geographers, London: Arnold, 6.
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Barbour, R. (2008), Introducing qualitative research, Los Angeles: Sage.
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higher energy bills. Focus groups tap into participants’ perceptions, attitudes and opinions. In-depth
interviews allow for the probing of views and opinions to explore the subjective meanings that
respondents ascribe to concepts or events. Deeper information or knowledge can be obtained by
interviews about lived experiences and situations which a focus group does not necessarily lend
itself to because some participants may dominate discussion, hide their real opinions or be reluctant
to participate.
Focus groups and in-depth interviews were conducted in the capital city of the four most populous
states of Queensland, New South Wales (NSW), Victoria and South Australia, and the regional
centres of Wagga Wagga (NSW), Toowoomba (Queensland) and Port Augusta (South Australia). The
Victorian regional centre of Bendigo was also selected. However, no focus groups were conducted at
this location due to recruitment issues which are discussed below.
Covering the four largest States and including regional centres enables determination of the
presence or influence of any significant locational differences. Low-income households have been
found to have a higher representation in non-metropolitan locations and their ‘energy
impoverishment’ experience may differ from those located in capital cities.40
The Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) agreed to promote the online survey through unions
who represent workers receiving the lowest level of wages, including those earning the Federal
Minimum Wage. The Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) and their State-based
organisations, the Council on the Ageing and the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) also agreed
to promote participation in the study through their respective constituent member organisations
and websites. These peak organisations were selected because of their roles concerning the
provision of information to and advocacy on behalf of low-income households who are the focus of
this research:
 ACOSS, the peak body of the community services and welfare sector, advocates on behalf of
people affected by poverty and inequality,
 PIAC, a law and policy not-for-profit organisation, is a longstanding consumer advocate on a
range of public interest issues which include the provision of energy services, and
 COTA advocates on behalf of older people to improve their well-being and circumstances.
These organisations also have extensive networks of community agencies and organisations in direct
contact with low-income households experiencing hardship and crisis, including those agencies that
40
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deliver assistance - on behalf of State governments – to those experiencing difficulties with energy
bills.

2.2

RESEARCH METHODS

2.2.1 Online survey
The survey questions sought information about:


the characteristics of the household (such as location, how many people, how many children);



the size and type of housing (such as how many rooms, what is the home made from);



the household energy use (such as household appliances, if able to reduce energy use); and



household energy bills and their impact (such as the cost, any payment difficulties, the impact on
spending for other essentials).

The survey questions were drafted using SurveyMonkey, a minimal cost online service which has a
number of advantages: implementation and analysis costs are minimal, data is received in a
predictable and consistent format, and responses can be generated very quickly.41 To maximise the
response rate and reliability of answers, the online questionnaire was designed to be easy to
navigate and user friendly, with a clear and logical question order, and answer options were placed
under each question.42
Ethics approval for the online survey was obtained from the University of Sydney’s Human Research
Ethics Committee in December 2011.43
A pilot survey was conducted during December 2011 to test the competency of the questionnaire, to
gain feedback on the clarity of question wording and instructions, to determine if any important
issues had been overlooked and to verify the data collector settings provided by SurveyMonkey. The
pilot was administered as a participatory survey; that is, respondents were informed that this was a
pre-test of a full scale survey. In addition to completing the questionnaire, respondents were asked
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Mann, C. and Stewart, F. (2000), Internet communication and qualitative research, Los Angeles: Sage, 70-74.
Russell, B. and Purcell, J. (2009), Online research essentials, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 120-21.
43
University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee Protocol No. 14377 (12 December 2011).
42

12

to provide comments about the ease or difficulty in answering questions, the clarity of instructions,
the length of time to complete, and if any other matters should be covered.
Thirty-two respondents completed the pilot survey. Respondents included colleagues and their
family and friends, located within Sydney, Melbourne and regional Queensland. After reviewing the
results of the pilot survey, and respondent comments, some minor adjustments were made to the
questions and instructions.
A website for the project was created at which the online survey was made available from 1
February to 30 November 2012. 44 The online survey was completed by 372 respondents of which
82 per cent were complete.
Details of the survey were provided to the ACOSS, the ACTU, the COTA and the PIAC for distribution
through their member organisations and networks (Box 1).

Box 1: Information provided by peak organisations about the online survey
SURVEY OF LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY
The impact of higher energy bills for low-income households is being investigated by a researcher
from the University of Sydney. Why? There is no comprehensive picture of the pressures and
circumstances of low-income households following substantial rises in electricity and gas prices. The
findings will be used to develop policies to assist low-income households. [NAME OF ORGANISATION]
will also have access to the findings for our own use.
An online survey is being used to collect information about household energy use, the size of energy
bills, the income needed to pay these bills, and the consequences for low-income households of rising
energy costs.
Participation is voluntary. The survey will take about 15-20 minutes to complete and is available from
1 February.
We are seeking your assistance to encourage low-income households to complete the survey and for
them to tell their family and friends about the survey. Attached is a one-page sheet about the survey
which you may find useful to print out and make available to low-income households with whom you
have direct contact.
Further details and the survey can be found at: www.householdenergyuse.com.

44
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A copy of the online survey questionnaire is at Appendix A. Copies of a one-page information sheet
used to advertise the survey and the Participant Information Statement are at Appendices B and C.
Both documents were also made available through the project’s website.

2.2.2 Focus groups and interviews
Ethics approval for the focus groups and interviews was obtained from the University of Sydney’s
Human Research Ethics Committee in September 2012.45
A list of the focus group and interview topics and questions are at Appendix D. Appendices E, F, G
and H contain copies of the poster to advertise the focus groups and interviews, a one-page
information sheet, the Participant Information Statement and the Participant Consent Form.
The focus group and interview questions sought to understand the pressures and circumstances that
low-income households may be facing such as:


How has a household managed to pay higher energy bills?



Has any assistance been sought to help pay energy bills?



Are there household items which are not purchased so that energy bills are paid?



Has daily life been affected by rising energy bills? Have household members been affected?



Does a household consider that their standard of living has changed?



Are any difficulties faced in trying to reduce energy use at home?



How is the affordability of energy bills viewed in relation to other household expenditures?

Participants were recruited through local community agencies and organisations located in inner and
outer suburbs of the capital cities and which dealt with those on low incomes and experiencing
difficulties or hardship. Not all these agencies provided material aid in the form of food or
emergency assistance. Some were referral agencies such as the Redfern Legal Centre in inner Sydney
and the Neighbourhood Justice Centre in the inner Melbourne suburb of Collingwood.
Organisations were contacted by telephone to determine their willingness to voluntarily assist and
provided with A3 posters advertising the study, and copies of a 1-page information sheet and the
Participation Information Statement, which were displayed at front counters. Dates, times and
locations for the focus groups and interviews were also advised in advance to the organisations
assisting. Low-income households who wished to participate could leave their details with the
45

University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee Protocol No. 15177 (17 September 2012).
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community organisation or contact the research team on an 1800 number organised for this phase
of the study.
All focus group discussions and interviews were conducted in October and November 2012, and held
at the rooms of assisting organisations because these locations were familiar and accessible to
participants. Each group discussion and interview lasted for about one hour’s duration and were
audio recorded for subsequent transcription. Each participant was provided with a $50 ‘essentials’
supermarket voucher as an acknowledgement of their time and contribution to the study.
The study’s design allowed for a maximum of three focus groups to be conducted in each of the four
capital cities and one in a major regional centre of each State (16 focus groups in total). A maximum
of 28 in-depth interviews (five per capital city, two per regional centre) was also set. Thus,
depending on the willingness of low-income households to be involved and the effectiveness of
recruitment, the study’s design allowed for a maximum of 172 participants through focus groups
and interviews.
Across the four most populous States of Australia, 130 participants were recruited. Forty-eight (37%)
participants were from South Australia, 35 (27%) from New South Wales, 24 (18%) from Victoria, and
the remaining 23 (18%) were from South Australia.
The lower numbers than planned were for the focus group discussions and can be attributed to a
number of factors. Some potential participants indicated their willingness to be involved but were a
‘no show’ on the scheduled day. Many of the assisting organisations mentioned that their clients
were very time-poor due to caring responsibilities or other circumstances, and held low level literacy
and/or English-language skills. Hence, to give up at least an hour was not possible and the two-page
Participant Information Statement (required by the University of Sydney’s Human Research Ethics
Committee) was overwhelming. Some regional community organisations did not wish to display the
A3 poster so information about the study was only made available on a case-by-case basis at the
discretion of the front counter worker. Other reasons offered by community workers were:
suspicion that the study was collecting information for taxation, immigration, public housing or
Centrelink purposes; embarrassment to admit to payment difficulties with household energy bills
and more generally their living circumstances especially when children were involved; and, some
past research projects had not shared findings with participants, so there was a reluctance to ‘help
again’ because it would change their circumstances. In the case of the Victorian regional centre of
Bendigo, the anecdotal evidence was that the study’s potential participants had ‘research fatigue’
from previous projects. It is also notable that Victorian households have not experienced the same
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rapid escalation in electricity prices as other States, are less reliant on electricity as a fuel source
than other Australian households and have access to more generous hardship assistance than in
other State or Territory jurisdictions.
In total, 99 people participated in focus group discussions. The size of focus groups ranged from two
to 11 people although the more common group size was around seven or eight participants.
Although the number of group participants was less than anticipated, the overall number and their
geographic distribution provides sufficiently robust results from which to draw credible conclusions
which are discussed in Section 4.
Thirty-one participants were interviewed individually, either face-to-face or by telephone, which was
three more than planned. It was decided to undertake these additional interviews to provide data
for regional Victoria given the difficulties experienced recruiting in Bendigo. The type of interview
was determined by the availability of the interviewee to meet face-to-face. In the majority of cases
(68%), caring responsibilities, medical conditions, limited transport access or the hours of parttime/casual work meant that a telephone interview was preferred by the interviewee.
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3.

ONLINE SURVEY

3.1

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

Energy was used by nearly 80% of respondents for heating and more than three-quarters for cooling.
Just over a third reported that they were unable to adequately heat their home some or all of the
time. Slightly more (41%) were unable to adequately cool their home some or all of the time.
More than 50% of respondents reported their housing had draughts, 22% had poor ventilation, 18%
a leaky roof and 27% had damp or mould. Notably, more than a third had windows without
coverings, 10% had broken windows and more than a quarter indicated their main rooms did not get
much natural light.
Nearly 93% of respondents had tried to reduce their energy use at home with 80% indicating that
higher electricity prices had been a key driver of changes in household behaviour. The most common
household energy saving practices were: always turning off lights when leaving a room; always
turning off the heating or cooling to limit energy use; and only turning on appliances like a washing
machine or dishwasher when there was a full load.
The presence of children or someone with medical needs, difficulties in accessing powerpoints, and
no time-of-use tariffs were common factors cited as influencing energy practices in the home.
Barriers to reducing energy consumption were predominantly being unable to afford energy saving
appliances or household repairs although two-thirds of respondents had installed energy efficient
appliances and nearly 90% were using energy efficient lightbulbs.
Those with the lowest incomes indicated more barriers to reduce household energy use than those
with higher income levels. The greater incidence of lower income respondents reporting an inability
to reduce energy use due to children was not because these households had considerably more
children. In fact, the findings suggest that poorer households would consider reducing housing
amenity if it were not for the presence of children.
The difficulty paying energy bills, not unsurprisingly, declined as household income increased. Of the
40% who had experienced payment difficulties ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’, new clothing and dental
treatment were the essentials which were ‘always’ forgone. Other essentials expenditures cited as
‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ being unaffordable, in order to pay household energy bills, were: celebrations
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with family and friends (48%), new clothing (38%), car repairs and insurance (39%), dental treatment
(22%), medical treatment (19%), prescribed medicines (18%) and a substantial daily meal (17%).
Consistent with past studies, it was found that household energy expenditure as a proportion of
disposable income is much higher for poorer households and declines as income rises. The findings
also show the acute differential between the poorest and wealthiest households.
Household income elasticity of energy demand was found to be extremely low. A 1% increase in
disposable income is estimated to lead to less than a 0.2% increase in household energy
expenditure.
The effect on household energy expenditure of a number of variables was also tested.
Living in a house primarily composed of timber is estimated to result in energy bills which are 55%
higher; renters who are unable to make housing energy efficiency improvements will have energy
bills which are 16% higher; and those who use energy for heating will have energy bills that are
estimated to be 28% higher. Installation of solar panels is associated with an estimated 24%
reduction in energy expenditure. Wall insulation also signals a reduction although not as great.
Overall, living in older housing, located outside the capital cities, unable to afford energy efficient
appliances and/or housing repairs, being a renter, using energy for heating, no insulation and the
need to use medical equipment, will lead to comparatively higher household energy bills. On the
other hand, insulation and solar panels, the absence of children in the household and energy saving
household behaviours, will result in comparatively lower energy bills.
These results should be treated with some caution given the relatively small data set from which
they were derived notwithstanding the representativeness of the survey respondents to the
Australian population. Some seeming anomalies were also found. Relatively newer housing, the use
of low-energy light bulbs and so-called energy efficient appliances were found to lead to higher
energy bills which is contrary to what would be expected. Nevertheless, the overall results do
provide strong indicators of the important factors which will influence the size of household energy
bills.
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3.2

RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS

A little more than 56% of survey respondents were households of two people aged 18 years or more,
whereas 30% of respondent households comprised only one person over 18. Nearly three-quarters
(72%) were households without any children aged 5-18 years and 83% did not have a child under five
years. A similar majority (72%) lived in a detached house and 75% had not changed electricity
companies in the last three years. A third (33%) of respondents received a pensioner or other
concession on their household energy bills. This section discusses other household characteristics of
the survey respondents, many of which were found to closely align with the Australian population
more generally.

3.2.1 Geographic distribution and urbanisation
The Australian population is concentrated in the eastern States of NSW (32%), Victoria (25%) and
Queensland (20%).46

The geographic distribution of the survey respondents is broadly

representative of these three most populous states – 26% were from NSW, 18% from Victoria and
18% from Queensland. That is, 62% of respondents were from these three States which account for
76% of Australia’s population. South Australian and Tasmanian households were, however, overrepresented amongst survey respondents compared with the general population. A little more than
4% of the Australian population lives in South Australia and 2% in Tasmania. Just over 20% of survey
respondents were from South Australia and a further 11% from Tasmania. West Australian
households, on the other hand, were under-represented with 5% of respondents compared to 11%
of the population. There were no survey responses from households living in the Northern Territory.
Figure 1 compares the geographic spread of survey respondents with the distribution of the
Australian population. South Australia and Tasmania are the clear outliers.47
The survey coded respondents by level of urbanisation with five possible responses: suburbs of a
major city; inner city of a major city; country town; semi-rural; and isolated farm. The Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) categorises the Australian population according to the following: major
cities; inner regional; outer regional; remote; and very remote.48

To determine the

representativeness of the survey respondents ‘urbanisation’, some consolidation of categories was
required. The ABS category ‘major cities’ was equated with the survey categories of ‘inner city’ and
46
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‘suburbs’. The ABS category ‘inner regional’ was equated with the survey category ‘country town’.
The survey categories of ‘semi-rural’ and ‘isolated farm’ were treated as the equivalent of the ABS
categories ‘outer regional’, ‘remote’ and ‘very remote’.

Figure 1: Distribution of Australian population and survey respondents

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Regional population growth, Australia, 2011-12, Cat. No. 3218

The survey respondents strongly represent the urbanisation of the Australian population (Figure 2)
with 68% of respondents living in a major city compared to 70% of Australians. A little more than
20% of respondents lived in ‘inner regional’ or a country town compared to 18% of Australians and
the same proportion (11.4%) of respondents as the population lived in more remote locations.
Figure 2: Urbanisation of Australian population and survey respondents

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Regional population growth, Australia, 2011-12, Cat. No. 3218
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3.2.2 Sources of income and income distribution
The main income source of survey respondents was found to closely align with the income sources
for all Australian households (Figure 3). 49 The main source of income for 72% of survey respondents
was wages compared to 61% of the Australian population. A further 24% of respondents relied on a
government pension or allowance as their main income source (compared to 25% of the
population) of which 38% received a disability or carers payment, 24% received the age pension,
19% family support payments, and 12% unemployment or study benefits.
The survey also collected data on after-tax weekly household income. Respondents were given a
choice of seven weekly income ranges: less than $399; $400 - $699; $700 - $999; $1000 - $1299;
$1300 - $1599; $1600 - $1999; and more than $2000. 50
Figure 3: Main source of household income

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Household income and distribution, Cat. No. 6523

To obtain an estimate of the annual income of respondents, the mean weekly income for each range
was derived and compared against the mean for each ABS income quintile which are shown in Table
4. 51 Table 5 presents the estimated mean weekly disposable income and share of the Australian
49

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Household income and distribution, Cat. No. 6523
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specify an actual weekly amount.
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To estimate the mean of each income range, a log-normal distribution closely matching the current
Australian income distribution (represented by ABS income quintile data) was estimated. The estimation
procedure simply involved finding a value for the standard deviation of the natural logarithm of income that
maximised the correlation between the natural logarithm of the estimated quintile mean income and actual
quintile mean income indicated by ABS data. For the located optimum value,
, an astonishingly
close correlation is found as indicated by the R^2 value of 0.9995997. Following the estimation of this
distribution, the mean for each income category could be estimated with high precision, on the assumption
50
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population for each of the survey income ranges. The estimated income distribution of the survey
respondents is compared against the Australian income distribution in Figure 4.

Table 4: Mean weekly disposable income of Australian population and survey respondents
Income quintile
Lowest
Second
Third
Fourth
Highest
Mean
Median
2
R (correlation of actual and
estimated income means)

Mean weekly disposable income
52
Australia 2011-12
$346
$581
$793
$1057
$1814
$918
$793

Estimated mean weekly disposable
income of respondents
$345.63
$581.67
$775.36
$1104.81
$1892.80
$940.05
$784.86
0.9995997

Table 5: Mean weekly disposable income and Australian population shares for survey income
ranges
Income range
Less than $399
$400 - $699
$700 - $999
$1000 - $1299
$1300 - $1599
$1600 - $1999
More than $2000
All

Mean weekly disposable income
$305.69
$552.55
$839.87
$1137.72
$1438.10
$1776.20
$2671.75
$910.63

Share of Australian population
13.25%
29.47%
22.76%
14.68%
7.94%
5.99%
5.1%
100.00%

Figure 4: Distribution of income

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Household income and distribution, Cat. No. 6523
that the distribution of each respondent’s true income within each range is close to that of the Australian
population within the same income range. The income distribution of respondents across the seven ranges is
reasonably close to the distribution that would be expected with a perfectly representative sample.
52
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Household income and distribution, Cat. No. 6523
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Overall, a reasonably close alignment is found between the estimated disposable income
distribution of the survey respondents and the Australian population. For example, 28.4% of the
survey respondents had an estimated weekly disposable income within the range of $400 - $699
compared to 29.5% of the Australian population; a further 24% of respondents had an estimated
weekly disposable income of $700 -$999 compared to 23% of the population.

3.2.3 Household size, housing tenure and dwelling characteristics
The average household size of the survey respondents closely aligns with household data from the
Australian Institute for Family Studies (Figure 5). For example, some 37% of respondents were two
person households compared to 34% for all Australian households; 16% of Australian households
have 3 persons and a further 16% have 4 persons compared to 18% respectively for the survey
respondents. The widest difference evident was for one person households – 18% of respondents
compared to 24% of Australian households.
Dwelling types of survey respondents were also very similar to the distribution reported in the 2011
Census (Figure 6). Of all occupied private dwellings in Australia at the time of the 2011 Census, 76%
were separate houses and 14% were flats, units or apartments; 74% of survey respondents lived in a
separate house and 10% in a flat, unit or apartment.

Figure 5: Number of persons per household

Source: Australian Institute for Family Studies (2013)
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Figure 6: Dwelling types

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011 Census QuickStats

Figure 7: Housing tenure

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011 Census QuickStats

With respect to housing tenure, the survey respondents included a notably lower proportion of
owners without a mortgage (20% compared to 31%) and a higher proportion of owners with a
mortgage (42% compared to 37%). Renters were more closely aligned with 33% of respondents
compared to 30% of Australian households and slightly more public housing tenants responded to
the survey compared to the general population (5.7% compared to 4%) (Figure 7).
Nearly 50% of survey respondents lived in housing older than 30 years, nearly 60% lived in brick
housing and two-thirds of respondents lived in housing with roof insulation (Figure 8). Some 17% of
respondents’ housing had solar panels as an energy source and 20% had wall insulation.
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Figure 8: Selected dwelling characteristics of survey respondents

Housing quality, which impacts on energy efficiency and thus energy use, may be measured in a
number of ways. This study used ABS housing quality indicators (e.g. insulation, lighting, material of
external walls, window treatment) to compile quantitative data about dwelling characteristics.53
More than half of respondents (51%) reported their housing had draughts, 22% had poor ventilation,
18% a leaky roof and 27% had damp or mould. More than a third (36%) of respondents had windows
without blinds or curtains, 10% had broken windows and notably more than a quarter (27%)
indicated their main rooms did not get much natural light.

3.3 ENERGY USE AND BEHAVIOUR
Almost all respondents (99%) used mains electricity and 41% used mains gas. Less than 1% of
respondents did not have a refrigerator and 7% did not have a computer at home although 95% of
respondent households used a washing machine at home, 47% had a dishwasher, and 45% had a
clothers dryer (compared to 57% nationally).54 More than one home computer was reported by 42%
of respondents. The same proportion reported having more than one television.
Energy was used by 79% of respondents for heating (Figure 8). Notably just over a third of
respondents reported that they were unable to adequately heat their home some or all of the time.
Reasons given for inadequate heating included: homes with open plan areas or poor circulation;

53

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008), Environmental issues and conservation, Cat. No. 4602.0.55.001.
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011), Environmental issues: Energy use and conservation, March 2011, Cat.
4602.0.55.001:
54
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could not afford ‘good heating devices’; or do not turn on heating, or only for short periods and
limited number of rooms, because of the cost.
A similar proportion (76%) of respondents used energy also for cooling (Figure 8). This compares to
73% of Australian households using space cooiling.55 Slightly more than 41% of respondents
reported that they were unable to adequately cool their home some or all of the time. Most
common reasons cited were: could not afford to turn on the air-conditioning system; or, the type of
cooling system, such as ceiling or pedestal fans, was unable to cool areas particularly after a
sustained period of high temperatures.
Nearly 93% of respondents had tried to reduce their energy use at home. Nearly 80% of respondents
reported that higher electricity prices had contributed to a reduction in their energy use and 37%
because of higher gas prices. Notably more than a third (36%) had reduced their energy use because
of the availability of practical information. Less household income had contributed to less energy use
for 47% of respondents.
The most common household energy saving practices were:


50% always turned off the lights when leaving a room and 43% did this often;



40% always turned off the heating or cooling to limit energy use;



61% only turned on the washing machine or dishwasher with a full load;



20% always turned off appliances at the powerpoint when not in use;



23% always switched off standby mode of appliances and 28% never did; and



6% always used major appliances (such as the washing machine) in off-peak periods and 43%
never did.

The presence of children or someone with medical needs, difficulties in accessing powerpoints due
to furniture or a physical disability, no time-of-use tarffs, and multiple appliances using a single
powerpoint were commonly cited as factors influencing household energy practices.
Energy efficient appliances had been installed by more than two-thirds (67%) of respondents and
89% had installed energy efficient lightbulbs (Figure 9).

55

Ibid.
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Figure 9: Energy use characteristics of respondents

Figure 10: Barriers to energy use reduction

Many respondents indicated a number of barriers which are limiting their ability to reduce energy
consumption. For example, 41% could not afford energy saving appliances, and 32% could not afford
to repair household problems such as broken windows or draughts. Nearly a third of respondents
wanted to make energy efficient modifications to their housing but were constrained as tenants.
Respondent households with the lowest annual incomes indicated more barriers to reduce energy
use than households with higher income levels. For example, for the two lowest income categories,
the incidence of responses indicating inability to afford house repairs is close to 50% (Figure 11). The
incidence of responses indicating inability to reduce energy use due to children or medical reasons is
lower than house problems for all household income levels. Nevertheless, there is a very clear
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downward trend in the number of cited barriers to reducing energy use as household income
increases. Amongst the highest income earners, no barriers were reported.
Figure 11: Barriers to energy use reduction by estimated annual household income

The greater incidence of lower income respondents reporting an inability to reduce energy use due
to children is not because these households having considerably more children. Although the
number of persons under 18 years in respondent households does show a small decline with income
(Figure 11), this trend is insufficient to explain the greater frequency of responses of lower income
housing stating they cannot reduce energy use because of children. On the contrary, the findings
suggest that lower income households would consider reducing housing amenity to save energy if it
were not for the presence of children.
Figure 12: Average number of persons under 18 years by household income
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3.4

HOUSEHOLD ENERGY BILLS

The overwhelming majority of respondents received their household energy bills on a quarterly
basis. The most common payment methods were direct debit, BPay or internet banking and 33%
received a pensioner or other concession on their energy bills. Just over 40% of respondents had
difficulty paying these household bills ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’. A similar proportion ‘never’
experienced any difficulties in being able to pay household energy bills.
To understand the relationship between household income and the frequency of difficulties in
paying household energy bills, a numerical index was composed by coding the responses. A score of
1 indicated ‘never’ had a problem, 2 was for ‘rarely’, 3 was for ‘sometimes’ and 4 indicated the
respondent always had ‘difficulty’ paying the electricity, gas or dual fuel bill.
The average score for each the respondent is the sum of all difficulty scores, divided by the number
of energy bills that the respondent receives. For example, a respondent with a score of 4 for
electricity bills (‘always’ had difficulty), and 3 for gas bills (‘sometimes’ had trouble), and does not
receive a dual fuel bill, would be given an ‘average difficulty paying bills’ score of (4+3)/2= 3.5. This
index allows the calculation of the correlation of the severity of difficulty paying bills with income.
As shown in Figure 13, the ‘difficulty paying bills’ score decreases significantly – and not probably
unsurprisingly – as the level of household income increases. Notably, a very high average ‘difficulty
paying bills’ score of 3.0 is found for the lowest income range. This is to be expected given it is well
established that poorer households spend higher proportions of gross and disposable income, and
expenditure, on energy.56
Figure 13: Difficulty paying energy bills by household income

56

Chester, L. and Morris, A. (2011) ‘A new form of energy poverty is the hallmark of liberalised energy sectors’,
Australian Journal of Social Issues, 46(4): 444-45.
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Barely 4% of respondents had been disconnected from the electricity or gas, in the previous two
years, due to a failure of paying the bill.
Given the high proportion who had not experienced payment difficulties and the low number of
disconnections, it is not surprising that 67% of respondents had not sought assistance to help pay
household energy bills. Of those who had sought payment help, a government program had been
accessed by 11% of households and a charitable organisation by 7%, 50% had sought assistance from
their electricity company and 32% from family or friends.
Of the 40% who had experienced payment difficulties ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’, two expenditure
areas – new clothing (11%) and dental treatment (15%) - were the essentials which ‘always’ were
forgone. The other categories of essentials expenditures cited as ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ being
unaffordable, in order to pay household energy bills, were: celebrations with family and friends
(48%), new clothing (38%), car repairs and insurance (39%), dental treatment (22%), medical
treatment (19%), prescribed medicines (18%) and a substantial daily meal (17%).
Respondents were asked to provide the value of each their last four electricity, gas and/or dual fuel
bills and the frequency with which they received each energy bill. From this data, an estimate of the
annual household energy expenditure, by mean disposable income range, was derived. These
expenditure estimates should be treated with some caution. Nearly 10% of respondents did not
provide any data and a similar proportion provided estimates.

Slightly more than 18% of

respondents provided data for one, two or three bills. In these cases, the data provided was adjusted
to reflect an annual amount which may under or over-estimate actual expenditure.
These annual energy expenditure estimates were averaged for each income range for which data
was collected. Consistent with past studies, it was found that household energy expenditure as a
proportion of disposable income is much higher for poorer households and declines as the level of
household income rises. Figure 14 displays this income-energy expenditure relationship.
The household income elasticity of energy demand, when estimated across the income distribution
of the survey respondents, was estimated to be 0.1782. 57 In other words, it was found that a 1%
increase in disposable income will lead to a 0.1782% increase in household energy expenditure.
Further examination using multivariate regression analysis confirmed this low elasticity. Figure 15
shows the estimated household income elasticity of energy demand.

57

This relationship is calculated using logarithms of energy expenditure and disposable income and indicates
the percentage increase in energy expenditure when disposable income increases by 1%. This is a common
method for computing the relationship between income and expenditure on a good or service.
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Figure 14: Estimated average household energy expenditure as an proportion of disposable
income by estimated mean for each income range

Figure 15: Correlation between estimated mean household energy expenditure and mean
disposable income

A multivariate Ordinary Least Squared regression was used to analyse the effect of different
variables on household energy expenditure such as the presence of children in the household, the
installation of insulation, housing material and type, efforts to reduce energy use, and the use of
medical equipment at home. In this case, by using the natural logarithm of estimated annual energy
expenditure as the independent variable the percentage, not the absolute, change in expected
expenditure is estimated for a selected dependent variable is changed. In other words, rather than
estimate the absolute dollar increase in expenditure if, for example, the number of housing
problems increase, the regression estimates the percentage increase in expenditure. This is more
insightful because household expenditure varies in magnitude for many reasons that arguably
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compound rather than simply add to total expenditure. For example, a larger household may
experience a larger absolute increase in energy expenditure when there is a rise in the number of
house problems (damp, poor ventilation, broken windows), vis-a-vis a smaller household, because
the larger household will have more occupied rooms to heat or cool. The percentage increase in
household energy expenditure however may be quite similar for both the larger and smaller
households.
The results of this analysis indicate the expected change in energy expenditure when there is a
departure from the base case which is a household located in the suburbs of a major city and living
in a separate brick house that is over 30 years old. Table 6 presents a summary of the results.
Table 6: Estimated impact on household energy bills of selected variables
Variable

Location: Inner city
Location: Country town
Location: Rural
Housing: Semi-detached House/Terrace
Housing: Flat/Unit/Apartment
Housing: Other housing
Housing age: Less than 5 years old
Housing age: 5 - 15 years old
Housing age: 16 - 30 years
Housing material: Timber
Housing material: Other
Renting
No children in household
58
Effort to reduce household energy use
Cannot afford energy efficient appliances
Can’t afford household repairs
Medical equipment used in the home
Use energy for heating
Solar panels installed
Wall insulation installed
No insulation
Use low-energy light bulbs
Use efficient appliances

Estimated impact
on household
energy bills
+3.36%
+28.27%
+14.91%
+20.32%
+3.46%
+20.08%
+11.96%
-5.64%
+26.87%
+55.12%
+18.53%
+16.30%
-4.11%
-3.63%
+29.95%
+28.40%
+54.03%
+28.27%
-23.89%
-6.20%
+39.79%
+4.81%
+14.91%

58

Each response to six questions asking about energy saving practices was coded to give a numerical score of
effort where 1 indicates never engaging in the practice and 4 indicates that they always undertake the practice
e.g. turn off lights when leaving a room, turn off appliances at the powerpoint when not in use, only turn on
washing machine/dishwasher when full. The score ranges from 6 to 24 with 6 representing no effort to reduce
energy use and 24 representing maximal effort.
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The majority of these results seem plausible. For example, living in a house primarily composed of
timber is estimated to result in energy bills which are 55% higher; renters who are unable to make
housing energy efficiency improvements will have energy bills which are 16% higher; those who use
energy for heating have energy bills that are estimated to be 28% higher. Installation of solar panels
is associated with a 24% reduction in energy expenditure. Wall insulation also signals a reduction
although not as great. Overall, living in older housing, located outside the capital cities, unable to
afford energy efficient appliances and/or housing repairs, being a renter, using energy for heating,
no insulation and the need to use medical equipment, will lead to comparatively higher household
energy bills. On the other hand, insulation and solar panels, the absence of children in the household
and energy saving household behaviours, will result in comparatively lower energy bills.
Some caution, however, should be exercised in using these results. They have been derived from a
relatively small data set. Only four variables were found to be statistically significant at 90% or
higher. 59 There also are some seeming anomalies. Newer housing, the use of low-energy light bulbs
and so-called energy efficient appliances are estimated to lead to higher energy bills. Perhaps these
three factors are not as efficient at reducing energy use as is generally thought. Nevertheless, the
overall results are important indicators of the factors influencing the size of household energy bills.
Table 7 shows further results of the analysis by income range. Of particular interest is the estimated
proportion of disposable income spent on household energy compared to the most recent
Household and Expenditure Survey (HES).

60

Comparable estimates are not yet available from the

2012 Household Energy Consumption Survey.

61

Derived estimates from the 2009-10 HES data show the first income quintile paying 7% of household
disposable income on household energy from all sources (electricity, gas, oil, wood etc) and 5.4% for
electricity. The comparable estimate for total household energy from this analysis is higher at 7.4%
which is not surprising, compared to the HES data, given the electricity price increases since 2010
across Australia. Further analysis is needed to determine if electricity costs are specifically
accounting for a greater relative share of household disposable income.
For the second income quintile, the estimates are similar – 5.3% of disposable income on energy
costs from the HES data and 5.5% estimated from this analysis. The position is reversed for the third
59

Statistically significant means ‘probably true’ rather than due to chance. A common significance level is .01
i.e. there is a 10% chance of it not being true (a 90% chance that it is true).
60
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011f) Household Expenditure Survey Australia, Summary of Results, 200910, Cat. 6530.0.
61
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013), Household energy consumption survey, Australia: Summary of results
2012, Cat. 4670.0.
33

income quintile – 4.3% from the HES data and 3.8% from this analysis. For the fourth income
quintile, the survey analysis estimated that these households spent some 4% of the disposable
income on household energy compared to 3.7% from the HES data. For the highest income quintile,
the survey analysis estimated from 1-2.2% of disposable income being spent on household energy
compared to 2.0% from the HES data.
Bearing in mind the limitations inherent in the estimates from the survey data discussed earlier (data
needed to be adjusted for 18% of respondents to estimate annual energy expenditure, about 10% of
respondents only provided estimates and 10% did not provide any details), these estimates are
based on a small data set and one which may under or overestimate annual expenditure in nearly 1
in 20 cases. Nevertheless, the survey analysis clearly shows, and confirms, that a far higher
proportion of disposable income is spent on energy costs by poorer households and this declines as
income rises. Moreover, the findings show the differential between the poorest and wealthiest
households is as acute as that shown from the HES data.

Table 7: Results of analysis by income
Average weekly disposable income
Variable
$400$699

$700$999

$1000$1299

$1300$1599

$1600$1999

More
than
$2000

$15,896

$28,733

$43,673

$59,161

$74,781

$92,363

$138,931

$1,175

$1,582

$1,676

$2,363

$1,660

$1,805

$1,313

7.4%
67%
0%
17%
17%

5.5%
40%
24%
24%
12%

3.8%
57%
5%
19%
19%

4.0%
76%
12%
12%
0%

2.2%
20%
40%
20%
20%

2.0%
40%
10%
40%
10%

1.0%
100%
0%
0%
0%

2.0

2.24

2.81

3.41

2.40

2.70

3.25

1.50
17%

1.64
48%

1.86
86%

2.24
94%

2.00
100%

2.00
80%

3.00
100%

0%
83%

12%
40%

5%
10%

0%
6%

0%
0%

10%
10%

0%
0%

83%

72%

71%

82%

80%

80%

25%

0%

16%

14%

6%

0%

10%

50%

Less than
$399
Estimated average annual
disposable income
Estimated average annual
household energy
expenditure
Estimated average
disposable income spent on
household energy
Location: Suburbs
Location: Inner city
Location: Country town
Location: Rural
Average number in
household
Average number in
household over 18 years
Primary income: Wages
Primary income:
Superannuation
Primary income: Pension
Housing type: Separate
House
Housing type: Semidetached House/Terrace
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Average weekly disposable income
Variable
Less than
$399
Housing type:
Flat/Unit/Apartment
Housing type: Other
Housing age: < 5 years
Housing age: 5-15 years
Housing age: 16-30 years
Housing age: > 30 years
Housing material: Brick
Housing material: Timber
Housing material: Other
Roof insulation
Wall insulation
Average number of housing
problems e.g. damp
Homeowner
Mortgage
Private Renter
Public housing
Housing tenure: Other
Mains electricity
Mains gas
LPG/bottled gas
Solar (for electricity and/or
hot water)
Wood
Average number of
household appliances
Use energy for heating
Difficulty heating house
Use energy for cooling
Difficulty cooling house
Effort to reduce household
energy use
Cannot afford energy
efficient appliances
Use low-energy light bulbs
Roof insulation installed
Wall insulation installed
Solar panels installed
Children
Cannot afford household
repairs
Use medical equipment at
home
Heating or cooling for
medical reasons
Renting: Cannot change
housing
No reason to reduce energy
Index 1-5: Difficulty paying

$400$699

$700$999

$1000$1299

$1300$1599

$1600$1999

More
than
$2000

17%
0%
0%
17%
17%
67%
50%
33%
17%
83%
17%

8%
4%
0%
16%
32%
44%
48%
28%
24%
52%
12%

10%
5%
5%
38%
19%
38%
52%
33%
14%
67%
24%

12%
0%
6%
6%
29%
59%
71%
29%
0%
65%
24%

20%
0%
0%
0%
0%
80%
40%
40%
20%
100%
20%

10%
0%
10%
10%
40%
40%
80%
20%
0%
80%
30%

0%
25%
0%
75%
0%
25%
100%
0%
0%
50%
25%

3.00
50%
0%
17%
17%
17%
100%
50%
0%

1.75
32%
24%
32%
8%
4%
100%
40%
16%

1.71
14%
43%
24%
10%
10%
95%
29%
19%

2.53
18%
53%
29%
0%
0%
100%
47%
12%

3.00
20%
60%
20%
0%
0%
100%
20%
20%

1.38
0%
70%
30%
0%
0%
100%
40%
40%

1.00
0%
75%
25%
0%
0%
100%
100%
0%

17%
17%

12%
4%

19%
14%

18%
12%

0%
60%

10%
20%

25%
0%

8.8
100%
2.5
83%
2.7

7.2
72%
2.4
72%
2.6

8.6
67%
2.3
67%
2.5

9.7
71%
2.5
82%
2.4

7.4
80%
2.0
80%
2.4

9.5
90%
1.8
90%
2.3

10.0
75%
2.5
100%
2.3

100%

96%

100%

82%

100%

80%

75%

33%
100%
67%
17%
17%
50%

48%
92%
40%
12%
12%
24%

48%
95%
57%
29%
10%
24%

47%
88%
53%
29%
18%
24%

60%
100%
40%
0%
0%
20%

10%
60%
40%
10%
10%
10%

0%
75%
50%
25%
25%
0%

50%

48%

24%

24%

20%

30%

0%

0%

4%

5%

0%

0%

0%

0%

17%

8%

14%

6%

0%

0%

0%

0%
17%
3.4

20%
32%
2.6

52%
19%
2.1

53%
24%
1.8

40%
40%
1.0

10%
40%
2.4

25%
75%
1.3
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Average weekly disposable income
Variable
Less than
$399
electricity bill
Index 1-5: Difficulty paying
gas bill
Index 1-5: Difficulty paying
dual fuel bill
Index 1-5: Average difficulty
paying household energy
bills
n.a. = not applicable

$400$699

$700$999

$1000$1299

$1300$1599

$1600$1999

More
than
$2000

3.5

2.3

2.6

1.5

n.a.

2.0

1.0

n.a.

3.0

n.a.

4.0

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

3.4

2.6

2.2

1.8

1.0

2.2

1.3
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4.

FOCUS GROUPS AND INTERVIEWS

4.1

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

Interviews and focus group discussions with participants across four States of Australia were
conducted with a view to investigating the hardships they experienced in relation to household
energy bills. In general terms, these interviews and discussions found that most members of lowincome households were anxious about their inability to pay energy bills. In some cases,
respondents appeared depressed about their economic circumstances and rising energy prices were
a contributory factor which affected their lives, and that of their families. Most were making efforts
to address their capacity to pay their energy bills through cuts to their household energy usage and
other expenditures. Yet most also had a strong sense that much about their lives was presently
dominated by factors that they could not control - energy prices, their income earning prospects in
either the long-term or short-term, the capacity to afford more energy efficient housing, and/or the
capacity to afford more energy efficient appliances. As a result of rising energy prices, many were
experiencing noticeable material hardship. This was often compounded by increased social isolation,
physical discomfort, the onset or exacerbation of mental or physical health problems, and increased
strain on familial relationships.
This picture was corroborated by workers and volunteers from local community organisations and
charities who assisted with the recruitment of participants. They reported a very large increase in
the number of clients needing help as a direct result of rising energy bills - in some cases, clients who
would never have approached such an agency in the past. Mentions of increases in the numbers of
suicidal clients - particularly men, both singles and fathers - were common, yet the study was not
able to reach many such men. They are known to be a hard population to reach for research
purposes. Staff of community agencies suspect that those who seek help represent a small
proportion of the total number of people affected by rising energy prices. They surmised that there
were many in need that they could not reach, or who were too embarrassed to seek help. It was a
source of regret for staff that they could not get help to people who needed it. Further the amounts
and forms of assistance were often insufficient to make a real difference to a long term or severe
case of hardship.
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Community organisations clearly do not have the resources to provide sufficient help to all of those
affected. Many individual workers from these agencies offered a personal view that government
assistance to low-income earners in the face of rising energy prices was wholly inadequate.
Many participants admitted to being frightened about the future. Those who were old or disabled
(and unlikely to get paid employment again) were extremely concerned by the thought that energy
prices might rise further. Those of working age who were required to seek work (or would soon be
required to do so once they were transferred off parenting payments onto Newstart) were equally
troubled. They had found it difficult to find enough regular work and this had impacted on them
negatively. This was worse for those who had responsibilities for children. These experiences left
many feeling they had little chance of significantly increasing their incomes in the foreseeable
future. They needed to earn more income but were unable to do this in the current economic
climate. Further, they could not see how they could do any more to reduce their household energy
usage, or cut-back any further on their basic expenditures.
Many were in ever-rising debt to energy companies as a result of rising bills that they could not
cover. Most such participants had been forced to defer full payments of bills but this had its own
negative consequences. Many were paying both new charges and arrears (in increasing fortnightly
instalments). This, combined with other regular bills, generally left them with but a small fraction of
already low fortnightly incomes with which to pay for food, school expenses, clothing, essential
phone use, and essential transport costs. This was having detrimental effects on intra-family
relationships, on social participation, on physical health, on mental health, and on the opportunities
for educational, sporting, and social participation for them and their children. For the most part,
parents were trying to shield children from the effects of these budgetary difficulties. They would
prefer to go without goods and services if this meant their children did not. Nevertheless, parents
expressed concern about the inter-generational effects of deepening energy bill-related poverty.
Many expressed a sense of having been ‘abandoned’ by policy-makers, who in their view, lacked any
real understanding of how difficult it is to live on fixed and low-incomes, or of how hard it was to lift
oneself out of those circumstances.
In conducting the research it was striking how many participants offered unsolicited comments
about how cathartic it had been to speak to someone, or a group, in a non-judgmental context about
their plight. Equally striking was the number of unsolicited comments from participants who could
not understand why essential services, like electricity and gas, had been privatised without adequate
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protection for low income earners. They also wondered where were the consumer price or choice
benefits that were supposed to flow from market competition.
Participants felt that governments had now lost control over prices to private enterprises that
operated to maintain their profits and market share. Some were resentful that the private energy
companies had enticed them with various confusing special offers which often left them just as
badly, or worse, off. The number of complaints on this score mirrors the experience of State Energy
Ombudsmen whose offices have received a very high number of similar complaints.
They were critical of the practice of going to consumer’s homes and trying to talk him or her into
switching energy suppliers. Often they felt energy companies were making deceptive promises
about initial discounts with the ‘small print’ being insufficiently explained. For example, there was
often no mention of disconnection fees in the case of falling into arrears. Also, companies did not
make clear that they could increase prices, sometimes quite substantially, after a honeymoon
period. To some extent this could backfire on the providers not only in terms of increased ‘customer
churn’, but in producing the effect where people said they ‘would not trust energy companies’ in the
future.
When participants rang companies to complain about their bills, they were overwhelmingly told that
someone else - usually governments and the taxes they levied - were to blame. Participants were
rarely in a position to dispute this view accurately, although many distrusted it implicitly. Again,
some related this to the views they had formed of energy company ethics from their door-to-door
marketing. Some were confused about the impact of the carbon tax. Initially they tended to blame
the tax for bill increases. However, many later revised their opinion and felt that the tax only
accounted for a small proportion of these increases. Others wholly supported the carbon tax, and
measures to reduce energy usage. The number of participants who expressed this view of the
impact of the tax was perhaps surprising given the pain they were experiencing as a result of higher
energy bills. The key point was that they felt that it was not they, low energy users, who should be
bearing the brunt of the impact. Why, several participants asked, did shopping centres and offices
leave their lights on all night? Others asked, why were big corporations not being charged more for
power?
Currently household users had been exhorted to control their energy usage. In this view, if they just
put in the required effort to monitor their usage and get into the habit of remembering how to keep
that usage low all the time, this would obviate the problem of high energy costs. Not surprisingly,
participants felt strongly that such a response was both poorly informed and in many ways unfair
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and discriminatory. As a view of the problem, it emphasised only the control of consumption and not
the issues of pricing and profit.
Not one participant reported using the same amount of energy as they used to several years ago.
Some participants began cutting back on energy use before prices rises began to become larger and
more frequent. Others started economising on energy use more recently, in anticipation of higher
bills post June 2012 prices and the implementation of the carbon tax. Yet, almost without exception,
participants reported that such energy usage economies had, in their view, at best merely
ameliorated the extent of the recent energy bill increases. Far more common were reports that, in
spite of the fact that they had reduced their energy use quite drastically, their bills had risen to a
level that was almost unsupportable for low income earners. Participants reported using a wide
range of measures to cut back on their energy use. These ranged from not turning on (or using in a
limited way) devices which were too power-consuming, to trying to offset the rising power
component of the family budget by making other cuts in expenditure. It was clear right across the
interview data that cutting back on energy use was considered an absolutely vital survival strategy,
even if rising prices might defeat their efforts to economise in some ways.

4.2

PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS

Across the four most populous States of Australia, 130 participants were recruited from the capital
city and a regional centre in the four most populous Australian States. South Australian participants
represented 37% of the total, a further 27% were from NSW and Victoria and Queensland
participants each accounted for 18%. Just under a third (31%) of participants lived in regional centres
with the remainder being residents of State capital cities. The participants included indigenous
Australians, those from a non-English speaking background, full-time university students, those with
a disability or long-term illness, sole parents, the unemployed and age pensioners.

4.2.1 Age and caring responsibilities
The participants were predominantly aged between 25 and 65 (84%) and, within this group, around
80% had caring responsibilities, either for their own dependent children or for the dependent
children of siblings or relatives, or for aged or disabled relatives.
Five per cent (5%) of participants were retired, and 11% of participants were aged less than 25 years.
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Approximately 60% of all participants had dependent children living with them on a full-time basis;
this group included several participants who were caring full-time for grandchildren whose own
parents could not care for them.
The 40% of participants who did not have dependent children living with them on a full-time basis
included:
 singles, and widows/widowers;
 parents whose children were grown up and no longer lived with them;
 parents with financially independent children living with them;
 non-custodial parents who had children living with them on weekends and during holidays;
 divorced parents with shared custody of their children, on a week-on week-off basis;
 those who regularly cared for the children of siblings or their grandchildren; and
 those with caring responsibilities for aged or disabled relatives who lived with them.

4.2.2 Housing tenure
The majority of participants (89%) lived in rental housing, 46% in public and community housing and
43% in private rental housing. The remainder (11%) of participants lived in housing that they owned
outright or for which they were making mortgage payments.
Approximately one in four of those classified as living in ‘public and community’ housing paid more
than 25% of income in rent. This group of renters included a small number of participants living in
housing owned by charities or other community agencies, and so-called ‘transitional’ housing housing for those eligible for but not allocated to public housing. These ‘transitional’ housing
participants lived in the equivalent of boarding houses owned by State Housing Authorities but
managed by private landlords and for which tenants were charged significantly higher rents than
public housing tenants.
A few ‘public housing’ participants were also required to pay market rents because they had adult
children, or other income earners, living with them.
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4.2.3 Sources of income
The vast majority of participants were totally reliant on Centrelink payments as the source of their
income. A minority received a mix of income from part-time or casual paid work and Centrelink
payments. Only 3% of participants lived in households where the main - or only - source of income
was paid work. One retiree was self-funded whose capital assets were just above the threshold for
eligibility for the age pension.
Those participants who had no paid work income at all in the preceding year and were reliant on
Centrelink paymentss were generally either:


looking for paid work;



caring full-time for disabled, infant, pre-school or primary school aged children, or aged
relatives;



unfit for work because of permanent and major disabilities;



unfit for work because of short-term disabilities resulting from the recurrence of chronic
illnesses, or domestic, vehicle or work-related accidents; or



over 65 years old.

With respect to Centrelink payment types, not all group participants provided specific details of the
type (or amount) of payment they were receiving. Nevertheless, contextual analysis of the
transcripts of focus group discussions suggests that participants included a roughly equal number of
those in receipt of part or full rate of the Parenting Payment, part or full rate Disability pensions, and
part or full rate Newstart allowances.
A smaller number of respondents were in receipt of either the Aged Pension or Austudy, a payment
for those over the age of 25 who are in full-time study. With respect to participants under the age of
25, approximately one-third were full-time students reliant on the Youth Allowance payment, onethird were looking for work and receiving the Newstart Allowance, and the remainder were parents
of very young children receiving the Parenting Payment.
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4.3

ENERGY BILLS: RATE OF INCREASE AND RELATIVE SIZE

4.3.1 Perceptions about energy bill increases
Participants across all States, capital cities and regional towns expressed concern about rapid
increases in their bills in the last few years. However, it was participants from regional towns in
South Australia, Victoria and Queensland, along with participants from Adelaide, and to a lesser
extent, Brisbane, who talked about the largest, and most sudden price rises in the past year or two
year period. Wagga participants generally spoke of having unusually high bills, perhaps as a result of
extremes in temperatures experienced by residents. The weather in that region can vary from 40
degrees in summer to below zero in winter. However, bill increases experienced by Wagga Wagga
participants in the last year appear to have been somewhat less steep than in other nonmetropolitan locations.
Two Toowoomba participants claimed that their bills had jumped by 250% during the year, in spite
of no change in usage, or reduced usage. Two Port Augusta participants noted their Winter 2012 bill
was more than double their Summer 2012 bill, even though they said that they had not used any air
conditioning, or changed their patterns of power consumption. Many Adelaide participants also said
that their Winter 2012 bills had been more than double the size of their Winter 2011 bills, in spite of
the same or decreased usage. One participant from Regional Victoria, noted that her Winter 2011
bill had doubled from the same period in 2010, and that her Winter 2012 bill represented an
increase of 150% on her Winter 2011 bill, again despite the fact that she had already pared back her
usage to an absolute minimum.
In Brisbane, two participants noted bill increases of 150% on the same period last year, and one
noted that her household’s Winter bill had almost doubled in the space of one year. Again, these
increases surprised those affected, who had either made concerted attempts to reduce usage over
the relevant period, or had not increased consumption. They said that they had already pared back
their power use to a level they regarded as the absolute minimum possible as a response to bill
increases in previous years. Sydney and Melbourne bills were not particularly high in comparative
terms, although some participants from South-West Sydney had also seen bill increases in the order
of 150% over the amounts they had been billed for the same period last year.
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4.3.2 Average winter bills 2012: Location and housing tenure
Participants were asked about the amount of their most recent electricity bills which covered the
winter period of 2012. Not all participants provided details because either they could not recall the
exact amount or had not brought the bill with them to the interview or discussion. Table 8 presents
the average of the amounts reported by size of household and location.

Table 8: Average winter 2012 household energy bill by number in household and location ($)
No. of
occupants
1
2
3
4

Sydney
356
325
66
535
728

Regional Melbourne
NSW
62
615
350
67
68
475
385
1300
736

Regional
VIC
-

Brisbane
63

270
65
470
69
300
746

Regional
QLD
64
250
784
833

Adelaide
390
608
718

Regional
SA
967
70
800

There was a considerable variation in the amount of energy bills for households of the same size
within each location and between locations which is not surprising given the different electricity
price increases experienced across Australia and the different drivers of household energy use
including climatic variations. For example, Wagga Wagga residents experience relatively extreme
low winter and high summer temperatures whereas those living in locations such as Brisbane and
Port Augusta face less extreme winter and higher average summer temperatures. These
temperature variations will influence the use of space heating and cooling, a large energy user.
Nevertheless, the data is limited and only the most general conclusions can be drawn.
Table 9 shows the average of reported household electricity bills by household size and housing
tenure. 71
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One case only - the other case of single person in Melbourne was someone who doesn't eat at home (uses
food banks), turns off hot water other than when showering and his bill was $150 in a bedsitter.
63
One case only of a very "green" participant had only experienced a 12% increase in her bill on the same
period in 2011.
64
One case only.
65
One case only.
66
One case only where all three are mostly out of the house all day and there is solar hot water
67
Only two cases. For one, two members of the household are out all day, and for the case, there is one adult
and two pre-school children
68
Only two cases, one of which has two very small children, and the other which has two household members
out all day.
69
One case only of a small and very new unit shared by a mother and her adult daughter.
70
One case only.
71
A few bills were not included in these averages because they were unusually high, according to the
householder, and were under investigation to determine if there was a problem with the meter, the electrical
wiring, or an appliance like a hot water system or an air conditioning unit.
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Table 9: Average winter 2012 household electricity bill by housing tenure ($)
No. of
occupants
1
2
3
4
5
6

Public/Community
Housing
375
340
734
866
75
567
78
1000

Private
Rental
457
345
693
729
76
615
79
950

Owneroccupied
72
335
73
600
74
734
77
1200
-

Although the data is limited, households of 3 to 4 occupants who rent public/community may face
higher electricity bills than those in private rental properties. However, this does not take into
account the different drivers of household energy use and climatic conditions.
It is more likely that housing tenure accounts for a relatively small proportion of the differences in
the size of the energy bills faced by low income households. As the subsequent findings show, the
variations between households seem to be most commonly related to factors that affect the amount
of energy usage within the home. Many of these factors are out of the effective control of the
householders themselves. These might include health issues or difficulties encountered in making
their homes more energy efficient, or difficulty in affording more energy efficient appliances.

4.4

ABILITY TO PAY ENERGY BILLS

Findings in relation to the question of whether there was ever a difficulty in paying energy bills were
unequivocal across all participants: not a single participant stated that paying electricity or gas bills
never posed a problem for them. Just over 95% of participants said that they always found it difficult
to pay energy bills. Less than 5% of participants found the payment of energy bills mainly difficult on
a seasonal basis. Notably, these participants were in paid work or had solar hot water and adult
working children contributing to household bills.

72

Two cases.
Six cases.
74
Four cases.
75
Three cases.
76
Two cases, both Adelaide.
77
One case, Port Augusta.
78
One case, Melbourne.
79
Two cases, both Adelaide.
73
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In spite of the fact that most participants were either Health Care or Pension Card holders (and
therefore received some form concession or rebate on their bills)80, most said they had more difficulty
paying energy bills now. Moreover, there was a general consensus that these difficulties had become
progressively more acute in recent years as energy prices increased:
We've made a conscious effort to make sure we're turning lights off and everything that's
not getting used gets turned off at the power point and no heating and cooling. Well, it
was $400 six months ago, then the last one was $700 and now this one's $1000 (Groupshare household of three, Port Augusta)
It was not uncommon for participants to report that they received bills each quarter that amounted to
the equivalent of two or three weeks household income:
I don't know what it's like for people who have, you know, more money, but I'm sure it's
nothing like the kick of two entire weeks of your income (Sole parent, Adelaide)
The arrears accumulating on past bills were a major and escalating problem for many participants.
Many said that it was virtually impossible to deal with debt owed on previous energy bills as well as
paying current bills, and that they felt they would never catch up:

4.4.1 Switching suppliers in an attempt to reduce difficulties paying energy bills
More than a third of participants appeared to have switched energy suppliers over the past few years
in the hope of reducing their bills. This was most commonly in response to a doorknock campaign and
to a lesser extent, telephone or TV marketing campaigns. When asked if this had helped to lower bills,
virtually every respondent said "No". Some others noted that the first bill from their new supplier, or
even the first two, had appeared smaller than those they had received before they switched. However,
the bills then went up again, even higher than they had been before.
It makes a difference for you when you first move to a new company; after five or six
months, it goes back to what it was or higher. (Melbourne focus group participant)
With electricity, you don't have a choice because you might change the company but the
difference from one company to the next is that for a month they give you a special or
80

Not, however, in Queensland which is the only State where concessions on energy bills are only available to
Queensland Seniors Card and Commonwealth Pension Concession Card holders and not to Health Care Card
holders such as Newstart Allowance recipients or to those who receive the Commonwealth Low Income Health
Care Card.
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something like that. Then after that, it comes up again. After you're not a new customer
any more, good luck. (Interviewee, Adelaide)
Participants from regional towns had a smaller number of energy retailers to choose from than those
living in the State capital cities. One or two such participants speculated that the size of their bills
might be reduced if there were more energy companies competing for their business. However, most
participants expressed little faith in the effect of competition on pricing. Almost all participants
considered that, beyond any short-term discounts or bonuses offered, there was ultimately very little
difference in the bills they were likely to receive from competing energy retailers. Many commented
that the alleged benefits of choice promised by policy-makers amounted to a choice from a larger
array of energy retailers who turned out to be equally expensive in the medium-term.
Some participants had decided to stay with existing suppliers even if they felt their bills were too high,
because their existing supplier had at least been reasonable about accommodating their difficulties
with paying in the past. However, many others felt they had no effective choice, because they had no
chance of paying off arrears they owed to their existing supplier in the foreseeable future and they
could not transfer their debt to a new supplier. Using a ‘playing the system’ tactic by moving from one
company to another to get the benefit of honeymoon rates was generally regarded as a doublededged sword. Respondents said that they knew people who had switched to a different energy retailer
in this mode but had not got the result they desired. Initially they had hoped to escape the arrears
owed to their existing company.
A lot of people are doing it to skip their power bills because they’re getting inundated
under, you know what I mean. Their power is going to be cut off and they’ve got $1,500 or
whatever to pay, they can't do it so they skip to another power company. Do you know
what I mean? I’ve noticed there’s a lot of that. But that always comes back on them
(Participant, Wagga focus group)
A surprisingly common theme to emerge was the many unsolicited complaints made by participants
from all States with respect to energy company marketing practices, and these complaints mirror the
high quantity of official complaints made to State Energy Ombudsmen in recent years about deceptive
high-pressure sales tactics. Generally, such tactics involved a flat-out refusal to show the prospective
customer anything in writing:
They talk very fast as well and it’s purposely so that you don’t understand what they’re
saying and you don’t have time to calculate things in your head while you’re standing
there so they’ve got you on the spot (Focus group participant, Melbourne).
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I'd say, "Oh, well, look, I don't want to do it now because I want to think about it." But
they don't want you to think about it. But I just say, "Can you send me something so I can
think about it?" But they don't want to do that either (Welfare worker, Melbourne).
Although some participants had refused to switch given suspicion about these tactics, others who did
agree to switch in response to doorknock campaigns reported that they had been unaware that
‘standard’ contracts allowed energy suppliers to raise prices at will after a certain period. This had not
been mentioned by the salesperson. Others were offered a lower rate per kilowatt and then found
that their bills were immediately higher than those they had received for the same usage from their
old supplier. Others who switched in response to doorknock campaigns had not understood that
discounts offered were very temporary, and often only amounted to the cost of breaking a fixed term
contract with an existing supplier:
I changed companies because Origin offered a lower cents per kilowatt, but then my bill
jumped up $148 (Focus group participant, Brisbane).
That’s how these door-to-door salesmen stooge you. They say they’re going to give you a
discount but then they don’t explain all the fine print and stuff and then you’ve looked at
your bill – the discount's only if you pay on time. Then they’ve said you won’t get a
cancellation fee from your other provider which I got – how many cancellation fees each
time I’ve switched over (Focus group participant, Melbourne).
I must say that I don't trust them because where I live they come sort of on a regular basis
and they actually tell you lies and they say "Change the supplier and you'll get 500 per
cent off, blah-blah." Then you think, "All right, I'll do that" and then you find that they're
actually not telling the truth and you've had to pay 300 dollars for a severance … I did it
once and I thought, "No, I'm not going to do it again". I think it would probably be very
close to being illegal, what they're doing…but there's a lot of people that can't tell the
difference and it’s really hard on them (Age pensioner, Sydney).
In more than a handful of cases, the marketing representative had verbally promised that the company
would contact the existing supplier to arrange the switch-over, but this had not occurred. More than
one participant reported not even being aware that they had signed up with a new supplier. That is,
something they had tentatively agreed to over the phone or at the door amounted to a binding
contract. This level of understanding led to claims such as this:
I know one guy who’s got two different bills from two different companies. He’s paying
two bills at the same time. He’s only got one unit with two different companies. They’re
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charging him.

They’ve got everyone all around here all confused. No-one knows what’s

going on. Everyone’s confused (Interviewee, resident of a large public housing block,
Sydney).
In every state, town and city where we conducted the research, participants made unsolicited negative
comments about the marketing practices employed by the companies they dealt with. Although highpressure sales techniques were not unfamiliar to them, many felt that low income people were
particularly vulnerable and that the companies were being unnecessarily ‘pushy’ or were ‘preying on
ignorance or fear’.
I didn’t quite understand what was going on. It was pressure. The inference was that the
bills were going – the ownerships were going offshore and that there was this other
company that was going to be all-Australian owned, and that was – well, I supposed it
appealed to my sense of patriotism, or something. But it ended up that actually I’d signed
the contract for three years, which I didn’t realise. If I broke that contract with them then
I’d have to pay $88 or something disconnection fee (Female aged pensioner, Sydney).
They said that they are an Australian company and they’re doing the best they can to help
people and they’re just words to get you into it. After that, I found out that they’re all the
same: they’re all selling bullshit – excuse my language. I feel deep regret that I changed
for nothing (Married carer with profoundly disabled child, Sydney).
It seems that aggressive but deceptive discounting had achieved a degree of customer churn.
However, from this research it also seems that, in terms of customer relations, these campaigns have
backfired. The net effect with these customers was to lower their opinion of energy companies as a
whole. No one participant spoke highly of the energy retail companies. It is not possible to draw
longitudinal conclusions from these findings because we did not measure their attitude to energy
companies over a period of time. However, their frequently openly hostile comments suggest that
their respect for energy companies had greatly diminished. From the perspective of these low income
households at least, the general view was that the companies were quite cynically putting the pursuit
of profit in front of their sense of fair trading. They used quite strong language to convey their sense of
disapproval of this general stance.
They’re prepared to come to shit areas like where I live because they know people are
here that are old, pensioners, mentally ill, and are people suffering from depression.
People are – they’re just dying for any sort of human contact. These scumbags know that.
They play these people just so they can get that piece of paper signed. They think,
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"They’re low income people on Centrelink benefits. They’re all idiots and even if they
want to launch a complaint or sue us, they don’t have the means to, they’re so poor. We
can just step all over them". And that’s what they’re doing. Some of the people in these
flats, they sign the thing because they’re scared. You know, it’s just like oh leave me
alone, please, please. Like I said, I’m a grown man, I can fend for myself. But they get
elderly people, people who are suffering from mental illnesses, pensioners. It makes me
really wild. That’s why I decided to ring up and talk to you. (Resident of large inner Sydney
public housing block).
These comments were echoed by those of participants from other States. More than one participant
said that they had signed up for a new contract largely in response to the high pressure tactics of the
salesperson on the doorstep. One Melbourne participant said, "they just won't take no for an answer".
And this:
I can be a forceful woman, but I have felt that I've been so pressured - that they just
wouldn't take no as an answer - that I've signed up with them. Especially when they've
told me there's a ten day cooling off period or something like that. "Fine, fine, let me
sign", and as soon as they shut the door I go straight to the phone, ring them up, and say
"I want to cancel this policy". "Oh, when did you take it out?" "Just about five minutes
ago", I said. "The guy wouldn't leave my doorstep so I signed it", I said, "but cancel it".
(Sole parent, Adelaide).
A number of female participants mentioned feeling quite intimidated by door-to-door sales people:
Sometimes they're actually quite threatening, particularly with little "old" women like
me. They have this air of being threatening - "Do it or else." (female aged pensioner,
Sydney).
I feel threatened sometimes, eh, because they get so pushy and they call you by your first
name. And they make you feel as though you’ve got to do it in order to do this or do that
and you end up getting sucked in anyway. You say every time you’re not going to, but
they’d say something different and real demanding and, yeah (sole parent, Port Augusta).
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4.5

ASSISTANCE TO HELP PAY ENERGY BILLS

4.5.1 Payment extensions
Knowledge of payment extensions did not seem to be extensive or detailed. Some participants
reported that the only help they knew of was that some energy retailers would provide for those in
difficulty by granting a relatively short extension of time to pay.
One Adelaide participant, who had volunteered with a local community agency for several years,
commented that energy companies were becoming more amenable to longer extensions of time to
pay as long as the customer rang them to discuss the matter:
One thing I have discovered since there's been all this hoo-ha about electricity providers,
they are a lot more willing to give you an extension than they were previously. Basically,
before you'd get a two week extension and that's it, if you don't pay it in two weeks you
get cut off or they threaten to start the cut off proceedings. But now if you want more
time they will give you more time, but you still get slugged with that late fee.
On the other hand, other participants reported a reluctance to grant extensions of time to pay.
Another participant from Adelaide, a sole parent, who had requested an extension of time to pay
reported that:
What I found was that even though I rang up early they’re really, really reluctant to
negotiate about it and they tend to argue with you a lot about why they should give it to
you.

4.5.2 Smoothing plans: Paying by fortnightly instalments
Approximately 80% of participants paid their bills in fortnightly instalments, and the majority of these
did so using some form of direct debit facility - most commonly Centrelink's CentrePay facility, or other
commercial direct debit facilities such as Easy Pay. Participants who paid their energy companies in this
way had found out about this option either through their supplier, Centrelink publications, community
agencies, or through friends and relatives.
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Both Easy Pay and Centrelink customers can ask energy companies to calculate the likely bill size on
the basis of previous usage and average it out over 26 fortnightly payments per year. In many cases,
paying arrears by instalments had also been offered following a near disconnection event. Here,
instalments were calculated to take account of both forthcoming charges and arrears.
Participants overwhelmingly found this a better way to manage their household budgets and avoid the
risk of disconnection. Many also paid rent, and other regular bills in this way, so that they knew that
what was left over in their bank accounts each fortnight after bills had been deducted could be spent
on other basic expenses. These included food, transport, child and school expenses, one-off bills and
mobile phone credit (most participants used a prepaid system because they could not afford fixed
telephone plans). Irregular expenses or one-off bills included things such as repayments of personal
loans from friends or family, dentist bills and the need to replace clothing children had outgrown or
worn out.
Nevertheless, many participants commented that paying in instalments did not reduce their level of
financial hardship - it simply spread their financial commitments out so that they found it hard to make
ends meet every fortnight. Furthermore, energy companies most often wanted a fortnightly amount
that participants found it extremely difficult to afford:
With this Centrepay thing where they say look, if we just take it out weekly it won't be
so much, the minimum is $20 a week. The woman on the other end of the phone was
flabbergasted when I said I can't afford $20 a week out of my budget (Female
participant, Adelaide)
One 60 year old single man, a private renter, placed on Newstart after a major injury had made it
impossible to work in his area of skill, realised that he would effectively have needed to pay $90 every
fortnight to ensure new quarterly energy bill charges were covered in advance. He had tried to do this
but simply could not. It left him with $113 per week to live on after rent and energy payment
instalments were direct-debited. So instead, he was paying $45 per fortnight out of his Centrelink
payment, and then worried a lot about how to deal with the $270 that would still be left to pay on his
energy bill when it was issued next quarter.
Stories like this were common. Several single participants reported being left with about $100 per
week after automatic fortnightly rent, electricity and/or gas deductions. One Sydney participant was
classified as single for receipt of their Newstart allowance. However, he regularly cared for nieces and
nephews who added significantly to the electricity bills. The participant said that since electricity prices
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went up in mid-2012, he was now often left with approximately $50 per week after rent and electricity
deductions.
One single mother with two pre-school aged children was left with about $150 a week to pay for food,
groceries, nappies, a modicum of pre-paid mobile phone credit, transport, and all other expenditures.
Contributing to her budgetary problems was the deduction of $70 per fortnight which she was
required to pay to cover ongoing/forthcoming energy bills. She had made great efforts to reduce her
household energy usage. However, as she lived in a poorly insulated house in a cold region, and had a
child with immune system problems, she did not consider that further reduction was realistically
possible.
Another common concern from those who had telephoned their energy provider to request an
extension of payment time, before the bill’s due date, was that even if they agreed to go onto a
fortnightly instalment plan, they had to pay late fees. Yet as several participants noted, "$12-15 makes
a big difference" when you are on very limited income. Others pointed out that many energy
companies offer a discount of up to 10% on the bill to customers who can afford to pay by the due
date but most low-income households experienced considerable difficulty to pay on time:
So when you’re struggling and you can't get it paid early you’re missing out on the
discounts and you’re getting hit with a penalty as well (Sole parent, Wagga).
I’ve found that the poorer you get, the bigger your bills you’ve got to pay basically (Sole
parent, Toowoomba).

4.5.3 Hardship plans
Commonly for those participants who paid energy bills in regular direct debit fortnightly instalments,
these payments were made under "hardship plans" negotiated (sometimes by financial counsellors or
welfare agencies on behalf of the consumer) with energy companies after near-disconnection events.
Hardship plans differ from smoothing plans in that they generally offer a guarantee the consumer will
not be disconnected, or be pursued by credit collection agencies acting on behalf of energy companies,
if they keep up regular fortnightly payments. The dollar value of required payments is calculated by the
energy company and negotiated with the customer. Customers can also negotiate occasional changes
in the amount required per fortnight if their circumstances changed. Depending on the energy
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company involved, such hardship plans offer grace periods of varying length on overdue arrears on
previous bills.
However, as one mother of pre-school aged children noted, once she came off the single full parenting
payment (for example, if she found a job that made her ineligible, or if she re-partnered), she would be
required to pay all arrears in order to maintain the electricity connection. At the same time, she would
lose her pension utility concession entitlements, and a raft of other pension-related concessions on
expenses such as transport and prescriptions. Given the uncertain nature of her local labour market,
she was concerned to find a job that would fit with her caring responsibilities and leave her better off
overall. The cost of her escalating arrears to the energy company had a compounding effect here.
She had been studying at TAFE, but had felt unable to continue doing so: one of her children had an
impaired immune system that meant he was vulnerable to catching colds and other illnesses from
other children at childcare, and was then often too unwell to even attend childcare while she was
studying. Thus, she felt she was in a ‘catch-22’ situation: even if her financial situation improved, she
would still be surviving on a very minimal income after bills and debts were paid for quite a few years
to come.
However, low-income households often found the amounts they were required to pay on a fortnightly
basis too high, and too difficult to cover every single fortnight. Two participants from Port Augusta
suggested that so-called "hardship" plans simply created more hardship:
They do put you on payment plans but they want an outrageous chunk of your money and
then you’re left with nothing anyway.
They say that you can make some sort of arrangements. But come on, you don’t want
these arrangements made. You want your bills cut down to where you can really afford to
pay so you don’t get behind, ever.
One working grandmother living in inner Sydney, with sole responsibility for care and provision for her
seven year old grand-daughter, had been asked to pay $150 a fortnight. On the basis of her previous
annual usage, this was the amount her energy company had estimated that she would need to pay every
fortnight for a year, in order to cover both arrears accumulated over a 6 month period when she was ill
and unable to work, and new charges for the next 12 months. She was not able to do this. Eventually,
she reluctantly accepted a loan from another of her adult children to cover some of the arrears, in order
to reduce her fortnightly instalments.
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A number of participants suggested that they would never have avoided disconnection if it had not
been for family members (adult children, in the case of older people, or parents, in the case of
younger participants).
And what would happen if you didn’t have a family that could help? (Facilitator).
I don’t know. Then that’s when people are in all sorts of strife (Young mother, Wagga).
Many others, however, did not have family members who were in a position to help. If they were
unable to meet a required fortnightly payment, they were then at risk of disconnection:
If you miss one payment they’ll send you the bill and you need to pay the whole amount
(Mother of three, Toowoomba).

4.5.4 Awareness of assistance provided by energy companies
Most of the energy companies have policies and programmes in place for cases of hardship. These
offer varying levels of grace periods on arrears, information on government concessions and utility
hardship grants, referral to financial counselling or other support services, and, in some cases, free
home energy audits of which it was evident that a number of the participants had accessed.
It was also clear that many participants who were prime candidates for these schemes were not
actually aware of the services provided under such programs. Lack of awareness appeared to stem
from a range of causes. The most important appeared to be lack of specific information on the details
of these programs in a form easily accessible by low-income households. On bills sent to households,
energy retailers generally make reference to a telephone number that customers can call to discuss
payment difficulties, and most have varying degrees of information about services for those in
hardship available on their websites. However, whilst there may be exceptions, most energy retailers
do not automatically send out detailed information about hardship policies or programs with bills in
the mail.
However, low-income households who are having difficulties with paying bills commonly do not have
easy access to online information. This is primarily because they do not have access to a computer or
the internet, or can only afford very minimal use of the internet. They may not have the experience
using the internet to know how to navigate through several webpages to find information on hardship
provisions. Or they may simply not be aware that such information is available on the energy retailer's
website because this was not clear from their bill, and no one had ever told them. .
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Further, people in serious ongoing financial difficulty are often reluctant to telephone their energy
company to disclose the details of their situation. Often this reluctance stems from an inability to
afford the costs of telephone calls. The majority of participants did not have a landline, being unable to
afford the line rental charge. Instead, they use prepaid mobile phones, and strictly budgeted the
limited amount of credit they could afford to purchase each fortnight. Calls from mobiles to the six
digit 13 numbers or 1300 or 1800 numbers used by many energy companies and government
departments, and other essential service, are charged by the minute although this expected to be
phased out by 2015. In the meantime, many on low incomes feel they cannot afford long calls to such
services because of the call costs that could result from being kept on hold waiting in a queue to speak
to a service representative:
I haven’t spoken to them yet because when I’ve gone to speak to them they’ve had a
queue…and I’m not going to sit on my mobile phone for 35 minutes on a 131500
number…. (Single interviewee on Newstart, Sydney)
The research found that there are several other factors that can make low-income customers reluctant
to call energy companies and disclose that they are in serious hardship. These include embarrassment
and a feeling that they will not be able to communicate adequately. Many participants expressed a
lack of confidence in their capacity to negotiate a reasonable solution with company representatives
on the phone, particularly if energy companies that they had spoken to about payment difficulties in
the past had appeared inflexible. This is compounded by the fact that many were not aware of the
options that would be available to them. Some participants specifically mentioned that they had been
able to get someone from a community welfare or financial counselling organisation to negotiate for
them, when their own efforts had failed:
You need someone to ring up – some worker to ring up the electricity company to explain
that you are having problems – you can’t really do it yourself because they don’t want to
listen to you (single interviewee, Adelaide)
However, if all the low-income households in financial difficulty asked another agency to negotiate
for them (and many indicated they were reluctant to do this), there would probably not be sufficient
resources in the community sector to accommodate the additional demand.
Energy companies will often attempt to identify those who might be in hardship via observation of
their payment histories, or by asking pertinent questions when customers ring seeking a longer time to
pay. However, unless customers specifically ask about hardship programs, or disclose the extent of the
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difficulty in the face of extension refusals, the participants overwhelmingly indicated that they are
rarely referred to such programs by first line call centre staff.
Most energy companies also suggest that they may proactively attempt to contact such customers to
discuss hardship policies. However, it is not clear that this happens as often as it should. Numerous
participants whose circumstances appeared to fit the fairly standard definition of "hardship" displayed
on energy retailer websites had not been offered, or alerted to, these programs by their energy
company:
But they don’t let you know about this program, you know what I’m saying? They don’t
advertise. They don’t let anybody know about it. I’ve just recently gotten on it now,
because I actually bumped into a friend who found out about the scheme (Sydney
interviewee on Newstart, who had been disconnected and then reconnected a year before
he heard about hardship policies).
It’s like everything, even government assistance, assistance from the power companies.
It’s not freely – the information is not out there. It’s not really available. Like until you get
into dire straits and tell them, look this is why I can’t, you don’t know about it (Welfare
worker, Toowoomba).

4.5.5 Awareness of other forms of assistance for paying energy bills
With respect to awareness about other forms of assistance available to those having difficulties paying
household energy bills, the assistance most commonly mentioned was energy bill concessions
available to those who hold a Pensioner Concession Card or, in all States except Queensland, a Health
Care Card. In Queensland, those who are income support recipients (e.g. Newstart Allowance) are not
eligible for these concessions.
The most common suggestion made by participants was that the dollar amounts of these concessions
should be greatly increased, or made available to low-income earners who were not currently eligible
to receive them. For most participants, State Government electricity concessions amounted to
considerably less than the GST charged on the bill and made a token difference to the hardship they
were experiencing as a result of rising energy prices. Numerous participants also thought it unfair that
the GST for their energy bills applied to the whole amount of the bill, before concessions were
deducted. Thus part of their government-funded concession went towards paying the GST component
of the energy bill.
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Another key issue raised by several participants and community agencies, was the plight of those who
had some income from employment. This income might be very low, and is often irregular, but may be
just high enough to make them ineligible for a Low Income Health Care Card. This means that such
households cannot access these concessions. Households in this position included those with young or
disabled children who had one low income (through employment or self-employment) with which to
support a family. The paid worker in such households was often underemployed over the course of the
year. However, given that hours offered by employers, or self-employment income might change from
week-to-week or month-to-month, such households might only be eligible for a Health Care Card, or
full or part income support benefits, for relatively short periods. Given the paper work involved,
waiting periods, and the risk of a Centrelink overpayment as their circumstances changed, several
participants in this situation said their past experience made them reluctant to re-apply for a Health
Care Card at all. However, those who were intermittently eligible were in a difficult situation as they
could not access concessions consistently on a range of items (such as utilities, transport and
prescriptions).
Many participants also suggested that the availability of such concessions was not adequately
publicised by relevant State Government departments and/or Centrelink, or even by some community
organisations that offered material aid. A significant number of participants noted that they hadn't
become aware of their eligibility for a utility concession until well after they had first become eligible.
The following exchange between several focus group participants at Uniting Care Wesley in Bowden,
Adelaide, relates to this issue:
No one tells you about it.
No, that's right.
I was a single mum and it was four years before I even knew about the concession and
that was only because my new neighbour, who was an elderly lady, said to me Karen, do
you get concessions, after I'd moved. But I'd been a single parent at my old house for four
years and I knew nothing about the energy concessions.
But the annoying thing is that will apply if you were on some sort of pension. However, if
you're on Newstart you don't get the concession.
I'm on Newstart and I get a concession for my electricity.
Oh, do you?
Yes.
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Oh, well they've changed it then because I had a friend who was on the dole who said I
don't get the concessions that people do on pensions.
Yeah, it changed about four or five years ago.
Likewise, a second-year university student, who was living with three other students on the Youth
Allowance in Sydney, stated that only very recently they had discovered, through a friend, that they
could get a concession on utility bills. He suggested that there were likely to be many other students
who weren't aware of this because the nature of the Centrelink application process meant that:
You get swamped in paperwork and waiting and on phone lines, and you want to spend as
little time interacting with them as possible.
Even some staff and volunteers of community agencies appeared to be unsure about the current
status of utility concession eligibility requirements in their home state following changes of State
government.
One Adelaide participant suggested that Centrelink should be responsible for ensuring that people
received information about concessions administered by various State Government departments in
their home state:
They should give you a concession pack that would have the forms in there for getting
concession on this, concession on that, letting you know about what other concessions
you might be entitled to, whether you want to use public transport or not or whatever.
Just letting you know what all the concessions are and what you're entitled to get because
a lot of the time out there you just don't know.
Other participants made similar comments. Several believed that placing the onus on households to
find out such information was a “deliberate” strategy to limit take-up of concessions and minimise
associated demand on State budgets.
Some suggested that detailed information on available State Government concessions and energy
company hardship programs should be provided by mail with energy bills as a matter of course, to
encourage a much wider awareness and understanding of these programs.
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4.5.6 The NSW Energy Accounts Payment Assistance scheme
The NSW Government’s Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA) scheme provides $30 vouchers
distributed by community welfare agencies to those having difficulties paying energy bills. These
vouchers are used as a payment towards an electricity or gas bill. Although agencies apply set criteria
against which they assess the vouchers to be provided for each claimant, the supply of these vouchers
is extremely limited relative to demand, so clients are generally only given vouchers amounting to a
fraction of the value of the quarterly bills, and are generally only eligible to apply for them twice a
year.
Most NSW participants appeared to be aware of these vouchers. However, like two volunteers from
community agencies in NSW who assisted with this research, they questioned the ratio of supply to
demand. The community agency volunteers noted that, every Monday, there would be a queue of
clients hoping to get assistance with energy bills, stretching beyond the foyer of their agency and out
onto the pathway. Although they strongly supported the criteria used by the agency to ensure that
vouchers went to those most in need who presented for help, they were also concerned by the
inadequate number of vouchers they could give to those clients whom they could assist and about the
number of people who were eligible whom they couldn't assist. They were equally aware of a great
many low-income people in their local government area who needed the assistance, but who either
didn't know about the program, or who couldn't get to the community agency to request help in the
first place. They also mentioned a concern that many families surviving on one low full-time wage were
really struggling with energy bills, but were ineligible according to strict - albeit equitable - rationing
criteria:
Some people find it very hard to access the program. We know that each Monday…it's a
madhouse.
In this area, we have many people who don't speak English. How do they find out about
the service, how do they find out the system? Some of them have families, relatives,
friends. They tell them, but they don’t know how to access this program, or they are not
the type to push. We have people with disability that can't afford to come here. They
can't even talk on the phone because they have mental illness, other kinds of disability.
So we have a lot of people that really are in need but we can't reach them.
For all of these reasons, they felt that a more adequate government energy bill rebate for low-income
households would be far preferable to a voucher system:
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I think that that help is not good enough because you can give only certain amount of
money and only for a period of six months. So it's just emergency relief and it's nothing
like long term for people who can't afford electricity… What is the point of having the
vouchers? By the time that they go through their appointment and everything, maybe
they are entitled to a voucher of $120; $240 is the maximum. Instead of people coming to
try to get help from the organisation, I would like the government to give the money to
people on low income directly or give them a rebate to their bank account or something
like that.
As might be expected, a preference for replacing the EAPA voucher system in favour of an increase to
existing concessions and rebates was also expressed by a number of other participants who were
clients, rather than volunteers, of community welfare agencies.

4.5.7 Assistance provided in Victoria, Queensland and South Australia
The Victorian, Queensland and South Australian governments do not have a payment voucher scheme
like NSW which requires households to be assessed for eligibility by a community welfare agency.
These three State Governments provide programs that offer assistance with utility bills to those in
extreme hardship and at risk of disconnection on an infrequent basis that ranges from once
(Queensland and South Australia) to every two years (Victoria).
The Victorian Government’s Utility Grant Relief Scheme provides assistance of up to $400 with energy
bills to households in crisis. Applications are restricted to once every two years. Queensland's Home
Energy Emergency Assistance offers assistance to those who have arrears of at least $100. Up to $720
is available once within a twelve month period but not for more than two consecutive years. South
Australia's Emergency Electricity Payment Scheme offers $400 to eligible low-income earners in
extreme hardship. Until mid-2012, this was only available once. Now this Scheme can be accessed by
those eligible once every three years.
Very few participants were aware of the availability of assistance from these three State Government
schemes and were surprised when mention was made by the facilitator or another focus group
participant. Limited knowledge of these schemes was evident even amongst some participants who
worked or volunteered at welfare organisations:
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There is the help there but you don’t know about it. Like we only, as a society here, are
only gradually finding bits and pieces out, but it’s not freely available (Welfare worker, St
Vincent de Paul, Toowoomba)
Only two participants - one from Melbourne, and one from Toowoomba - had found out about such
assistance from their energy company. Many energy retailers provide information about these
schemes within material about their hardship policies which are made available from company
websites requiring internet access.

4.5.8 Participant suggestions for assistance
The most common suggestion made by participants for ‘improved’ assistance from energy companies
was an exemption from late fees for late payers.
Several participants in Toowoomba suggested that it would be helpful if energy companies would
allow customers who couldn't pay their bills on time an extra month to pay as a matter of course,
rather than the usual fortnight.
Given that low-income households can rarely access ‘pay-on-time’ discounts, a participant, who had
formerly worked with a welfare agency, suggested that:
People that are paying with Centrepay regularly, years and years on end, the companies
should be giving them discounts, or some sort of reward for doing so because they’re not
chasing them up for money, the money is there every fortnight, they’re making interest
on that money.
The second most frequent suggestion for improved assistance was the implementation of a price
ceiling. In other words, the participants wanted government to set a limit on the prices that energy
retailers could charge per kilowatt, or for "services":
Cut the cost of per kilowatt. I don’t think funding pockets here, pockets there, pockets
here, pockets there, is necessarily going... I’m not saying it couldn’t help and it won't help,
but I think particularly for your low-income families and everything, cut it (Focus group
participant, Brisbane).
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The price shouldn’t jump under the government ceiling – you know, they should stop

the price somewhere – it shouldn’t be like the black market (Focus group participant,
Melbourne).
Some participants did not realise that a sizeable part of recent price increases implemented by their
energy company were set by regulation, or were amazed that State government regulators allowed
prices for such an essential service to be set so high:
Who’s monitoring these people? I’m sort of confused. Everybody is struggling with
electricity. Who allows the electricity company to charge that amount? It can’t be the
government...? The government’s saying that’s okay to charge that amount? (Father,
Adelaide).
A number of participants made unsolicited comments that, as it is an essential service, energy should
not be treated as another commodity sold for profit. They were especially concerned that those on low
incomes were more impacted by higher prices than others.
I think everybody should be entitled to at least a minimum, fair amount to live on of [the]
energy that comes from this planet that we all live on. It wasn’t created by these
companies and everything they do is for their profit in the future, like charging us huge
amounts now to build infrastructure so they can make more money when more people
need their power in the future. It’s not even, it shouldn’t be our problem, we’re not going
to profit from it (Sole parent, Adelaide).
However, others who also felt there should be a price ceiling realised that privatisation was
irreversible. Further, they realised that the rise in prices (which they saw as a direct result of that
privatisation) were now difficult to limit:
Privatisation was supposed to create competition and keep the prices low. Well, it's done
the exact opposite and of course, once you've opened that gate you can't close it again
(Adelaide focus group participant).
I think they should just keep the prices down - but then are we going to be able to have
that ability now that we’ve got all of this competition? It bothers me that it wasn’t kept in
the hands of the government (Age pensioner, Sydney).
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4.5.9 Assistance available from community agencies
Significantly, a minority of participants had not sought aid from a community agency and some were not
aware of the kinds of assistance such agencies provided which may assist them generally or specifically
with the payment of household energy bills.
When asked if they were aware of help other than government assistance with paying energy bills,
participants in all States, capital cities and regional centres, noted that whilst they were aware of
material aid offered by community agencies, they had tried to hold off asking for any help. Some had
avoided doing so, even though they felt they needed such help, because they could see, or had heard,
how inundated such agencies were, and had formed the view that others probably needed such help
more than they did:
I just don’t want to take advantage of the service that they provide. I leave it until I’ve got
no other avenue and my kids don’t have enough, I don’t have enough money left to feed
my kids this week and that’s when I’ll do it (Sole parent, Toowoomba).
A number of participants felt that they needed such aid but suspected - or had been told - that they
were ineligible, given that someone in the household had paid work, or because they owned or were
buying their homes rather than paying rent.
Those who had received help from community agencies were usually given aid in the form of food
vouchers (a ticket to obtain a strictly limited amount of food from donated supplies, or a free
breakfast).
So we’re all basically in a position where you dump your Centrelink into bills and as I say
come and get a food voucher because that’s how you’re managing (Sole parent,
Toowoomba).
Given the very limited availability of government emergency relief funding, many agencies gave their
relief in the form of actual food. Because they had limited refrigeration and storage capacity, this
generally did not include meat, or fresh fruit and vegetables. Where it did include vegetables, they
generally needed to be used immediately. A few agencies were able to provide a cheque to help with
a utility bill or a utility voucher, such as those provided by the NSW Government under the EAPA
scheme. One Adelaide participant believed that AGL provided vouchers to some charities in Adelaide,
although was did not think this was advertised on AGL’s website.
However, most participants commented that, irrespective of the strict criteria applied to allocate aid to
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those in extreme need, they understood supply ran out very early in the week, month or quarter:
Especially in winter time people go and get them and they run out and then you’ve got to
wait another two months for them to get the funding back in. So you’ve got to try to beat
everyone else there to get your electricity and that vouchers off them because everyone
needs help. I think they need more funding (single interviewee, Redfern Sydney)
All agencies, through which participants were recruited, had seen a large increase in the number of
people who either expressed concern, or sought assistance, as a direct result of an inability to pay
energy bills. One participant, who had worked as a volunteer at several agencies many years earlier,
and who had been forced to seek help from a community agency herself in more recent times noted
that:
The welfare agencies have – they’ve been inundated by 40% to 50% growth, it is people
who normally wouldn’t go to these groups, and normally wouldn’t be having to go and ask
for help, who are having to go and ask for help, and it’s a soul-crushing exercise. It’s very
different to what it used to be; the agencies have got nowhere near the money they used
to have.
Workers at the Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA) in Brisbane estimated that some 8085% of clients came seeking help as a direct result of a household energy bill they couldn't afford to
pay:
We’ve had more men in here crying then we’ve ever seen before, they’re on the verge of
suicide.
However, State government cuts to emergency relief funding meant that:
We can't help people that come to the centres anymore because our funding has been
cut.
Participants who did receive help were extremely grateful for it, and indeed, didn't know what they
would have done without it. However, most commented that it only helped a little bit, and wasn't
available often enough:
It’s not easy to get the food through these places…you can imagine there’s a lot of people
wanting it. You try and ring up on a Monday morning and the line’s engaged (Focus group
participant, Broadmeadows).
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If you come to Uniting Care Wesley, Salvos, Legal Rights, they’re struggling too because
there’s that many people out there with the same situation… They give you a $30 food
voucher. What is that? That’s only going to feed you all for a day or two (Port Augusta
mother).
Well, I’ve tried different agencies to see whether they could help. Some agencies have to
give me a $20 voucher to give to AGL, which is appreciated, but the bill is $400. And
besides Salvation Army, you’ve got St Vincent de Paul, Magdalene Centre, all these other
groups. But you only can visit them three times a year. Okay? So you’re limited. When
you do go to them, and you’re a single person and your children are not on your
concession card or something, you’re allowed like five items, which is milk, bread and
cereal. That’s three items. That’s breakfast. So you’ve got another two items. That’s it.
Three times a year, maybe $50 worth of food. I mean, the little bit – it's fantastic. But it
doesn’t solve any problems. It just wipes it away for the day, type of thing. Wipe your
glasses, but they still get dirty, type of thing. I mean, I’m appreciative but … (Noncustodial father, Adelaide, on Newstart following a serious injury).
Even more common from participants who had sought help from such agencies were unsolicited
comments about the sense of embarrassment and shame they felt in so doing. Many who had sought
help at one time or another commented that they would do anything rather than go through the
humiliating process of seeking such help, and answering so many questions to establish their eligibility,
again:
It made me feel bad. I’m not going to go back there and ask them for nothing. Especially
when you built up your courage to ask them in the first place, it knocks your pride over,
like, when you get knocked back (Mother, Port Augusta).
To be honest, I went and saw them and they made me feel like I'm going and begging
them for money. I never went after that. (Carer, Fairfield).
When you go to a charity it’s not like you’re happy to go there. You get embarrassed
because…people are looking at you and you’ve got no money for transport and then
you’ve got to walk home with your bags from…. You know. (Father of three,
Broadmeadows).
Even the people that you get… some of the volunteers they give you – you feel, you know
what I mean? You feel inadequate going there; you don’t want to go there. Sometimes
you don’t (Sole parent, Broadmeadows).
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I’m too embarrassed. A lot of us already have emotional issues and we don’t really…at
the best of times you can’t do it. (Single disability pensioner, Broadmeadows)
Several Toowoomba mothers who participated in a focus group spoke of their desire to avoid the
whole process of seeking help from a community agency. Their distaste for having their expenditure
choices judged or scrutinised was so acute that they preferred to resort to ‘payday’ lenders81, even
though they charged extremely high interest rates:
My youngest daughter has been picked to play for the Mountaineers. People will say it’s a
big commitment, you can’t afford it. And I said “No I’ll give her the opportunity”. And
now so I had to provide a car, I had pay rego, I’ve had to pay repairs; I’ve got to pay fees.
So what happens is what I do, and what I have been doing for a while because prior to this
after the floods we were homeless, I just started accessing loan sharks. So I’ve got about,
I think I’ve got two at the moment and a Centrelink one. So that means I’m spending
something like $130 a fortnight goes to repayments, just to keep that turning over, just to
keep paying things so in January when I’m due for rego again I can get another $500 one
and pay for it. I only come here if I absolutely, absolutely, absolutely, absolutely have no
other avenues to get by. It’s the only time I come for help honestly (Toowoomba mother).
Another agreed:
I’m the same. I won't ask for help here unless I get to I suppose rock bottom, and then by
rock, rock bottom, it’s too late.

4.6

ENERGY USAGE

4.6.1 Strategies adopted to reduce energy usage
All participants said that they had changed their usage of electricity and gas in response to rising
energy bills. A handful of participants reported that they had only made really concerted attempts to
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‘Payday’ loan companies specialise in providing loans for amounts such as a few hundred dollars. These
loans are often a vital last resort for people on income support payments or wage earners who have poor
credit ratings. These payday lenders usually charge rates of interest at multiple levels those from other
financial sources. Examples cited by participants were 44% for a loan $400 over a four week period and 25%
for $500 over two weeks.
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reduce usage relatively recently, following the receipt of very large winter bills. High prices were most
commonly stated as the spur for these changes. However, the majority had started economising on
energy use heavily over the past few years. A sizeable minority mentioned that their concern about
climate change and the environment was an additional reason for them to reduce their energy usage.
However, it was also clear that most participants felt that they were not in a position to make a
significant difference to their carbon footprint because they were still dependent on electricity
generated by fossil fuels. Others mentioned that they were unable to access or afford renewable
sources of energy such as solar electricity or hot water.
It was clear that most participants felt that they had already cut back on their energy usage as far as
they possibly could, to little or no effect. Many who had rung their energy companies to query their
bills had been told that their usage was low, or were aware from comparative usage information
provided on their bills that their usage was below average for a household of their size in their area. All
but a handful of participants who had already made radical cuts to energy usage expressed a sense of
bewilderment about the fact that this had not produced a lasting and commensurate reduction in their
energy bills. In the vast majority of cases, bills had increased - often markedly - in spite of cuts to
usage. A few reported that their household energy bills had at best stayed the same as a result of
concerted efforts to reduce usage; others were less sure how much difference their cuts in energy
usage had made to their bills, given the simultaneously occurring price increases. Two reported that
their electricity bills had decreased, but in one of these cases, the participant noted that the overall
energy burden on her family's budget had not changed, as her gas bill had simultaneously increased.
Consequently, in the view of many participants, government claims that households can be in control
of their own bills through reductions in their energy usage demonstrated an ignorance of the realities
of rising prices, and an inadequate response to the increasing hardship such price rises were causing
them:
The more you turn your switches off, the more you go and get the light bulbs, the more
you try and save….you're not saving… the bills are still high and you’re sitting there in the
dark (Focus group participant, Wagga Wagga).
You feel very disempowered in this kind of thing because it doesn't matter how much
energy you try to save, the fixed charges are killing you anyway (Welfare volunteer on
Austudy, Sydney).
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People are just thinking, we need to cut back, we need to cut back [on energy usage']. But
if I was in a business, if I’m selling cakes and my sales are going down, well I’m going to
increase my price so that I retain the same profit. So how much is it really down to us? Do
we use less and then they put the prices up to meet their bottom lines? Or do we use
more so they keep the prices down? Are we in between a rock and a hard place there?
(Interviewee, Adelaide)
People are saving on electricity all over the place and they’re just whacking the bill up to
make up for their loss of profit (Interviewee and former welfare volunteer, Melbourne).
You’re supposedly in control …but the only thing you can’t control is the prices and the
stupid bill (Focus group participant, Melbourne)
A few participants mentioned the push to switch energy use to "off peak" times, but they saw it as
option that was not open to everyone, most particularly those with children. Comments from Brisbane
focus group participants are relevant here:
If you actually have your showers between 11:00 at night and 7:00 in the morning, you
actually do save a lot of money. But I mean I know I’m up that hour of a night, but there’s
other people that don’t stay up that late.
Another participant mocked the idea that switching to off-peak usage was a real solution:
I don't need to sleep. I can stay up all night and wash the clothes
Participants were aware that there were many supposed ways of decreasing energy usage. The most
frequently mentioned strategies were:


turning off lights in rooms were not being used;



using compact fluorescent globes rather than incandescent globes;



manually switching off appliances not in use at the wall (or using a "Standby eliminator" device
that did this automatically);



cutting back the use of heaters or air-conditioners significantly, such that they were only used
on rare days of extremely high or low temperatures;



reducing the use of hot water for showers and clothes washing;



reducing television watching; and
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reducing the use of ovens or stovetops for cooking.

Although compact fluorescent globes were mentioned by virtually every group and interviewee,
some found it difficult to afford to replace them:
When we first got the house they all had energy efficient ones but then when they
blow we replace them with the $2 ones. I know they’re only like $7 or something like
that but when you’ve got a $2 and you’re hungry then you go, “Okay, well I’ll go $2 and
I’ll get a loaf of bread”, you know? (University student, Sydney).
Beyond the most common energy usage reduction measures listed above, other measures were
reportedly adopted by a smaller, but still significant number of participants. For example, many
participants did not have a clothes dryer, but some who had owned one had sold it, and the remainder
used their dryers only when they had no other choice. Likewise, only a minority of participants had
computers at home, but they restricted their use, and that of their children, other than for study or job
search purposes, to save money on electricity. Those who had children who had electronic games
devices other than computers, like Xbox, also attempted to restrict their use:
I don't know what else we can cut because they don’t get TV or anything during the week
and there's no computer unless it's for school work (Mother of four, Adelaide)
Many participants who had gas and electricity had found gas was relatively more unaffordable. Several
whose rented accommodation had gas heaters built into lounger rooms didn't use them anymore
because of the current price of gas. They had bought smaller, portable electric heaters instead that
they could use to take the chill off a smaller room in the house, such as a bedroom. Some who had gas
stoves and ovens found gas-on-tap unaffordable, and had asked their gas company to disconnect it.
They now used gas bottles and cooked outside on barbecues, or inside, on portable gas burners
instead:
It’s cheaper to go down to Barbeques Galore and get a nine kilo bottle of gas right for $7
and it lasts a week to cook on (Focus group participant, Wagga)
A noticeable minority of participants had adopted extreme or unusual measures in attempts to reduce
energy use. Several participants who did not have children, or who only had children living with them
on weekends, reported turning off fridges at night other than when the children were with them. They
had very little in the fridge anyway, and what food they bought was generally on sale or near the useby date, so refrigeration was not a big issue.
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Reducing the use of air conditioners or heaters back to a few days of the year was the more common
practice. Around one in five participants (mostly those who did not have children living at home, and
who lived in climates with less temperature extremes) reported never using heaters or air conditioners
(apart from small portable fans) any more:
Through winter we haven't used any heating and my electricity bill has only gone up by
about $40 which is pretty good…I'd hate to see what it was if we had actually used our
heating over winter (sole parent with two children, Adelaide)
With no heating or cooling it [the electricity bill] was $400 six months ago. Then the last
one was $700 and now this one's $1000 (group household member, Port Augusta.)
Participants of a focus group comprised almost exclusively of refugee or immigrant families from the
Middle East reported when it was very cold, they would gather up mattresses and cots belonging to
family members, and all sleep in the one lounge room at night to try to keep warm and minimise
heating costs. Many others reported that they simply went to bed very early in winter, often clothed
in beanies and whatever other warm clothes they had, to try to keep warm under blankets, rather
than using heating.
A number of older participants reported that either they themselves, or others they observed or
knew, would spend time simply sitting in large shopping complexes on hot or cold days. Being unable
to afford heating or cooling their own homes, they used such public air-conditioned spaces as a refuge,
even though they couldn't afford to spend any money shopping.
Several single participants who lived in units, and had smaller electric hot water systems, reported that
they had achieved the most dramatic savings on their energy bills by turning them off other than to
heat water for showering:
I’ve got a panel where I can access my things in my actual unit that says hot water,
laundry, lights, and all that sort of stuff. So I switch my hot water off as soon as I get
out of the shower. That’s cut my electricity bill in half from what it used to be. Just
from doing that alone. Some of these electricity hot water things in old buildings are
really, really old, so they’re not efficient. (Single person, Sydney)
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4.6.2 Some obstacles to reducing home energy usage
A majority of participants were aware that there was at least one feature of their housing was a key
contributor to their usage or made it hard to reduce it any further. In some cases, these were aspects
of housing design or structure. Factors most frequently mentioned were the age of electrical wiring in
the house, substandard insulation, or very old and energy inefficient built-in appliances, most
particularly hot water systems. These participants were frustrated about being in a situation where
there was little that they could do about this, and landlords (public and private) were generally
unwilling to do anything about it. Yet moving house was a daunting, if not impossible, prospect
because of the associated costs, the disruption to children's schooling, the loss of neighbourhood
social networks of support, or the fact that they would lose their place of many years on a public
housing waiting list.

Age and energy efficiency of built-in appliances in rental housing
Many participants were aware that their hot water system, or built-in heater or wall-mounted reverse
cycle air conditioner, or even ovens built-in to their rental homes were key contributors to their energy
use.
Whereas most had simply stopped using built-in heaters or air-conditioners, hot water systems
represented a more difficult problem. This was mentioned by many participants, particularly, if not
exclusively, by those in public housing.
Several participants in Wagga who lived in public housing were aware of advice that energy use could
be reduced by turning down the temperature of hot water systems. However, the hot water systems
installed in their public housing homes were very old, and often did not have any kind of thermostat
that could be adjusted.
Another participant in Wagga noted that:
Well when I had the man [energy audit contractor] come to my house and he went
through my place he said the hot water system has to be replaced because it’s out of
date, it’s getting dangerous because it's over 12 years old. I reported that, he reported
it to the Department of Housing and I told them I wanted it replaced, I’m paying rent,
I’m paying what they tell me to pay. If something’s not right with the house I want
them to fix it. And that’s where I’m using 90% of my gas is with hot water on one
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person on my own. And my electricity bill and gas bill for the last quarter was just over
$600 and I’m one person and I’m never there.
However, like many other participants in Wagga, he was frustrated by the attitude of the NSW
Department of Housing, who wouldn't replace in-built heaters or water systems until they broke
down completely, leaving tenants to cover the resultant energy bills in the meantime:
Well see my electric heater that’s in the lounge room, the main heater is, the heater
that would have been put in there when the house was built and it’s over 40 years
[old]. It’s at least twice if not three times it has been recommended that it should be
replaced but they [Department of Housing] won't replace it because while ever it’s
working they will not replace it. And they [electrical contractors] said it chews the
power…It’s in front of brick thing, it’s electric (Sole parent, Wagga).
Likewise, some participants mentioned having fixtures that their private landlords had replaced with
less energy efficient models than those that had originally been in the property at the start of the
rental agreement. The landlord had economised by obtaining something cheap, but the tenants
were now paying higher energy bills as a result:
My landlord replaced my - had to replace my hot water service. Instead of 125 litre one
like we originally had, they've now put in a 250 litre one. So it costs me more to run it.
It was cheaper for them because it was second hand. They just put a second hand one
in from their parents' house because the parents got solar, so I got their second hand
hot water service (Disability pensioner, Adelaide).
The same thing had happened to another large Adelaide family in private rental, whose landlord had
replaced their oven with a less energy efficient model, with the result that their electricity bill had
markedly increased.
However a minority of participants reported that there was nothing in particular about their
homes per se that was likely to increase their usage. There were also exceptions to what was
perceived by many to be the general reticence of State Housing Authorities to invest in
energy efficient appliances and fixtures. For example, in Port Augusta, one participant noted
that in her area of the town, the South Australian Housing Trust had actually installed solar
hot water systems in public housing properties. One interviewee from Brisbane noted that
she lived in a public housing unit with her mother, for whom she acted as a recognised carer,
and that the unit was well insulated, and fairly energy efficient:
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Here, I think everything’s fairly modern. They are newer units, so it’s kind of – not an
old oven or nothing like that.

Age of electrical wiring
Many NSW participants living in older public or private rental housing had been advised through home
energy audits (by energy companies or electrical contractors) that their usage and bills were most
likely affected by old electrical wiring. Residents of public housing in Wagga Wagga thought that their
houses had been built at least 40 years ago. Many reported lights frequently shorting-out frequently;
one referred to a fire caused by old wiring. Blackouts were also being experienced more frequently by
Wagga households and this was reported also by those living in the southern suburbs of Brisbane.
One interviewee living in inner Sydney public housing had also been told by an electrical contractor
that old wiring probably accounted for the size of the household energy bill:
They say, "Oh, probably because you've got old electricity wires." They generate more
heat than the new more efficient wires, energy-efficient wires, apparently.
He added that it had taken a year before his requests for someone to inspect a dangerous leak
affecting a light fixture in his public housing home had been actioned by the Department:
For more than a year I had water dripping through a light bulb. When you touched
ceiling you'd get an electric current because the water was coming down through the
light bulb. If you've ever known anyone that lives in Department Housing for extensive
periods of time, one of the biggest issues is maintenance. They will not provide
maintenance - and then if they do provide maintenance, it's usually when you, you
know, you're almost banging their door down and abusing their staff.

Roof or wall insulation
Numerous participants living in either public or private rental housing which they perceived to have
very limited or inadequate insulation. Many living in cities or towns that experienced more extreme
temperatures commented that without heating or air-conditioning, their homes were freezing in
winter, and like ovens in summer. Participants of a Wagga focus group in which most tenants rented
public housing, all agreed that their homes were not only very old, but cheaply constructed:
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They’re built shoddily as, you know. Now you turn the heater off, in half an hour the
whole house is icy cold.
Likewise a non-custodial father in Adelaide community housing , although grateful to have accessed
affordable rent, noted that:
The insulation is pretty shocking. I’ve got quite thin floors. The gentleman underneath
when I first moved in asked me to take my shoes off. It’s my first day… you can hear
people talking to each other. And I’m right at the top. There’s a big [insulation] gap
there. My roof goes like this and then there’s another section, like tin on top, and
there’s nothing in between it. Except just like grills where air could flow through it.
Public housing tenants in Brisbane and Toowoomba expressed frustrationhad been frustrated by the
attitude or slow response of the State Housing Authority to the Rudd Government's insulation rebate:
I tried with the insulation, the company said to me if I could get Housing Commission to
sign off that I could get it done, I wouldn’t have to pay any money at all basically
because it was covered by the rebate. They were willing to do that and Housing
Commission refused. And they said they couldn’t sign off on it because they already
get their rebate through the government, Housing Commission gets the rebates for
every time they put something like that in. So I couldn’t put it in the house, which
would have made my electricity cheaper (Focus group participant, Brisbane).

No access to an outdoor clothes line
Several Sydney participants mentioned their energy usage was affected by the necessity of using a
clothes dryer given the lack of access to a sufficient-sized outdoor clothes line. One inner Sydney
community housing participant commented:
Most of the strata around here, the new buildings, they don't let you hang clothes on
your balcony line.
Another inner Sydney participant, a student sharing private rental accommodation, was aware that
much of their electricity bill was due to there being no clothes line, and not being permitted to hang
washing on their balcony, they needed to use the in-built clothes dryer, at least for bed sheets or to
semi-dry clothes. It was the only form of electricity usage thing they couldn't cut back on since they
already showered at the University Gym and never used a heater:
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So we sort of do joint loads and fill it up to max capacity and sort of do a 15 minute
cycle just so things aren’t dripping and then hang things inside.

Family and health issues affecting energy usage
Beyond housing and household appliance-related issues, many participants mentioned factors
largely beyond their control which affected their energy usage. Health problems and difficulties in
policing or enforcing reductions in energy usage by younger children were those most commonly
mentioned. Several participants also needed to use specialist medical appliances, which depended
on electricity, every day.
Two Sydney participants needed to use medical appliances that significantly increased their energy
usage. One needed to use nightly a Continuous Positive Airway Pressure (CPAP) machine to minimise
the negative health effects of sleep apnoea; she felt that the special concession received to assist
her with associated usage costs was too low, at 0.16 cents per day. Her difficulties covering her
electricity bills had become acute following an accident for which she had was not awarded workers
compensation. Now unable to work while on a rehabilitation program for her injury, she was on a
Newstart Allowance and had moved in with friends because she could no longer afford to live on her
own.
The other Sydney participant was a mother with a severely disabled child 11 year old child, for whom
she provided full-time care. Her son was in a wheel chair and relied on several electricity-powered
medical devices, including an electrical bed, a Ventolin machine, a pump-feeding machine, a suction
machine and hoists to help him from his wheel chair into bed. Although she had economised as far
as possible on other energy usage, her son's condition also necessitated the use of airconditioning
on extremely hot days, otherwise he became ill. In addition to his prescriptions (provided at PBS
rates through his Health Care Card) she needed to buy special meals to feed him through a pump.
Catholic Care had been helping with this cost but was no longer able to do so.
Her and her husband's difficulties covering their energy bills had radically increased over the past
year. Her husband had two jobs, as a cleaner, and in 2011, she had become ineligible for a carer's
payment largely due to a misunderstanding with Centrelink. The loss of that payment meant the loss
of her Health Care Card and other concessions, including electricity, rates and water. She had
retained the NSW Government’s rebate for life-support equipment, amounting to $65 per quarter.
However, the increasing strain on the household's budget from rising electricity prices, and loss of
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income and concessions, along with frustrations dealing with Centrelink, had considerably increased
her state of anxiety.
This year I went back to them to show that my husband was earning about $56,000.
They’re asking you to give an estimation, and I prefer to put more than he earns, and I
asked them what to put – and they put in there, $65,000. I said that he’s only a cleaner
and can’t earn this amount of money, and they said that I have to reapply again. I’ve
become a beggar all the time, like back forward, back forward all the time.. To get in
there it’s hours and hours of waiting to process your things. For us, English is not our
background, it’s so difficult to understand. They’re in there to help us, but when you’re
asking them, they just give you a piece of paper and say, you go and do this, this, this.
The system is a hell for me. It puts too much pressure on me and therefore, I give up. I
don’t want to reapply.
It's like, sometimes you feel like you wake up and you don’t want to wake up, you know
what I mean? It’s too much and I’ve become so depressed, really, really depressed
most of the time. And when the bills come I go, my god, how much am I going to have
to pay, you know?
Numerous participants mentioned that either health conditions or medications that affected their
thermo-regulation or mood meant they could not cut back on heating or air-conditioning as much as
they would otherwise have wished. Others, anxious about being able to pay energy bills, had tried to
cutback on the use of heaters or coolers but consequently experienced more sickness, or the
aggravation of existing health difficulties or their symptoms.
At the beginning of winter, I hadn’t used my heater because of the bill. I’d have a
blanket around me for the first three or four weeks and I was breathing this cold air in
all the time and I could feel it getting in my chest. So I started using the heater because
I could feel like I was coming down with the flu (Sixty year old single interviewee,
Wagga Wagga).
We're stressed out about the bills. My partner is bipolar and I'm schizophrenic, so when
the air conditioner isn't on he gets quite depressed and uncomfortable and starts
pacing. When it's too warm we have trouble just getting things done around the house,
and sometimes we don't get the dishes done, which means we get takeaway which
makes us more in debt. I feel really guilty about not cooking, but it's really hard (Focus
group participant, Adelaide).
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My partner’s got a bad liver, so he gets sick all the time. It was so hot yesterday but he
was too scared to actually turn the air con on when he got home because of the bill.
No one’s home during the day so the whole house is closed up. And it’s a transportable
so it gets so hot. He’s sitting there literally sweating (Focus group participant, Port
Augusta).
Our parents, they're elderly and they don’t like to use their air conditioner. They’ve
both got bad problems with their health and they still don’t use the air conditioner too
much because of the bills (Focus group participant, Port Augusta).
Participants from every State with young children were loathe to cut back on heating or airconditioning too much in case it impacted upon their children's health.
I've got a son that suffers from croup. And I think we're all in the same boat with our
children. No mother is going to let her children freeze despite the cost of power, you
know what I mean? (Focus group participant, Wagga Wagga).
I think our children affect that amount that we use. So in winter, when it's cold, we
have the heater on, because we don't want our kids to be cold, or when it is stinking
hot, you want a cool house (Interviewee with three preschool aged children, Adelaide).
Others with small children had tried to cutback on heating and cooling but had found they simply
incurred greater health costs as a result:
She's saying we're saving the energy usage but we're getting sick because the weather
is cold and my son also has been sick during the whole winter and so we pay for
medication. So we've been saving the energy but then we just have to pay for sickness
(Mother of immigrant family, through an interpreter, at an Adelaide focus group)
Beyond concerns about the effect of air temperature within the house on children's health, those
participants with children mentioned that children's needs or activities limited their capacity to
reduce their energy use.
For example, one mother of two young pre-school children noted that her electricity use was
affected by the large number of washing loads she had to do per week. She couldn't afford
disposable nappies and couldn't afford to buy a larger (and more energy-efficient) washing machine.
Others noted the effect of the digital age on the amount of electricity used to accommodate children
and teenagers' activities such as the need to charge batteries for "electronic gadgets":
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Well I’ve got teenage kids, you can’t not have internet, you can’t not have phones.
That’s the other big difference, 20 years ago if a school couldn’t get in touch with a
parent they’d have to deal with it, or call a grandparent, or whatever the case may be.
Now in today’s society they expect you to be on the other side of your mobile. And
we’ve got to have a computer because they both need it for school and I’m at Uni, so I
need it as well. So it’s just a completely different world we live in but unfortunately all
of this technology costs money. And electricity. The poor kids, I’m always at them, can
you turn it off (Sole parent, Adelaide).
Many other participants also expressed frustration at the difficulties of ensuring that their children particularly teenagers – were not using too much electricity.
They need their TV on 24 hours. I’m always going in there and turning it off. They sit in the
bottom of the shower shaving for half an hour. They have no sense of time or usage or, you
know (Sole parent, Melbourne focus group).

4.6.3 Knowledge of energy efficiency programs and issues affecting uptake
The overwhelming majority of participants were aware of energy efficiency programs such as home
energy audits, during which energy companies or government-sponsored electrical contractors would
come to the home and replace light bulbs or showerheads, advise residents on which appliances were
likely to be using the most electricity, and in some cases, provide "Stand-by eliminators" and "Smart
meters". Only seven participants said they were not aware of such programs, and these were primarily
were younger and from NSW. Nevertheless, they were aware of ways to reduce energy use that they
had picked up from television, or from family and friends. Two Adelaide participants noted that they
had only heard about such programs very recently, and wouldn't have known if a neighbour or family
member had not alerted them.
Participants who had in the past worked for welfare agencies, and who had seen many clients with
large household, energy bills believed there was a need for even greater efforts to publicise and
increase the uptake of energy efficiency programs. Given that many low-income households cannot
afford to buy newspapers, limit their television watching and don't have internet access, they might
only hear about these programs through a neighbour or relative, or through a community agency or
financial counsellor - if they accessed such a service. One Adelaide interviewee who had accessed
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information and a home energy audit through a "Low Cost Living" program run by Uniting Care, noted
that her mother had mentioned the program to her:
I don't think they are very well advertised because unless people are already tapped
into groups [run by welfare agencies], or go to a welfare or assistance appointment, or
something like that then…
Facilitator: They wouldn't know?
It’s not well publicised, yeah.
A notable minority of participants appeared to have accessed home energy efficiency audit programs,
having been provided the service free or at a nominal fee. In many cases, an advisor had simply
knocked at the door of participants and offered the service. Others had telephoned in response to an
advertisement or had ‘signed up’ at a stand in a shopping mall.
However, while home energy ‘retrofits’ and audits could be obtained free of charge in Victoria and
NSW, many could not afford the $50 that was generally now charged for the service in Queensland. In
South Australia, large energy companies are obliged to provide such home audits to a certain number
of households per year, but have discretion over which households were offered the service.
Some energy retailers offered free advice on energy usage to those participants who had accessed
"hardship" programs designed to keep them connected and where the household appeared to have
high energy usage. Although it was not possible to gauge how widespread this practice may be,
several participants appeared to have been offered such a service. One Wagga mother noted that:
Country Energy rang me because of the bill and they put me through and made an
appointment for me to talk to somebody about that and I talked to them and they went
through the list of everything and I was sort of like “Well, I’m already doing that to the
best of my ability considering the circumstances” and we went through everything.
Also, while I was at TAFE they have a man that goes around and talks about energy
usage and that with global warming and stuff. So, we had an education day at TAFE…
Some participants who had been able to access Smart Meters through home energy efficiency audits
found these devices very helpful in educating themselves and their children about which appliances
used most power:
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It was quite interesting, especially with primary school aged children, they were
constantly running around looking at how much power was being drawn. So it was just
a good consciousness thing and maybe that’s why the "light Nazi" thing [nickname
given to her by her husband] works well, because everyone’s sort of seen how much
has been drawn by having various things on (Interviewee, Brisbane).
The same Brisbane interviewee also felt that the Smart Meter had made a sizable difference to
her household's energy bills:
We had a little second fridge we were running and using the meter we noticed how
much it dropped when we turned off that second fridge and then that then came
through in that power bill. That was quite a significant drop.
However, this experience was unusual, as it was only a minority of participants who had any
electrical appliance running that was not essential. For example, several participants had
separate freezers which they had ceased using in the past two years in an effort to reduce
energy bills. Equally illustrative of this point was the general agreement of a group of Adelaide
sole parents when one of their group made the following observation:
The one appliance that you might have on all the time is the fridge just to keep your
food preserved, and everything else is a luxury - even to have a second-hand TV, or
maybe the luxury of plugging in your laptop or your mobile phone every now and then
so you have communication with the world.
Most who had accessed energy efficiency programs reported that they had made a small difference
to their usage, but that this usage reduction had not been reflected in the size of their bills for long,
if at all, given rising electricity prices. Some were of the view that the scheme was a not money well
spent. Comments like the following were common:
We use those things that they, you know, they come out and they give you and it
switches off your TV and things? It helps a little bit; it reduces your bill by about 20 or
30 bucks but it’s not much – it doesn’t really reduce a lot and not for long (Focus group
participant, Melbourne).
One Brisbane focus group participant regretted spending the money to access the Queensland
program:
It was a waste of my $50 that I could have spent on food.
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Another participant from the same focus group had decided not to access the program for the same
reason:
I didn’t bother putting that $50 program in because like you I’d heard way too many
people complain that they had wasted their money. I was on the list to have it done
and I rang up and cancelled.
Most participants who had not accessed home energy audits were nevertheless aware of practices
they could adopt to reduce energy use such as replacing incandescent light globes, reducing
unnecessary use of hot water or appliance, and manually turning off at the wall appliances not in use.
A few, who had queried high bills, had been advised by their energy company how to check which
appliances might be using most electricity, by turning each one on and off in turn and watching the
effect on the meter. Nevertheless, this process needed two people to be conducted effectively, which
was difficult for those living on their own, or with no older children or adults in the household.
Sources of information on how to reduce energy use varied. Many in each State had seen programs or
advertisements on television, some had been given information by community organisations, some
had noticed pamphlets with energy saving tips provided by energy companies and mailed with energy
bills. Given limited access to computers and the internet, a much smaller number had accessed
information provided by government departments or energy companies on the internet. In fact, only
one participant reported obtaining information about reducing energy usage from the internet. As
illustrated by the following exchange between her and another focus group participant in Adelaide,
she was the exception:
AGL does have it on their website, it's like energy efficiency or ways to become more
energy efficient and better manage your energy use.
Who's got a computer? I don't.
When asked if there was anything else that prevented further reductions in energy use, the most
common responses were the following:


an inability to afford or access more energy efficient appliances



an inability to access solar electricity; and



an inability to access power saving devices and individually tailored advice on usage free
of charge.
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A majority of participants – irrespective of housing tenure - mentioned that they wanted to buy
more energy efficient appliances (like heaters, fans, refrigerators and washing machines) but could
not afford to do so. Many had been given refrigerators, either by charities, friends or family
members, but these were usually old and used a lot more energy than newer, higher energy rating
appliances.
A few participants had managed to trade their old inefficient appliances in for more energy efficient
models through government or council programs, but knowledge and use of such programs was not
widespread. Furthermore, programs such as the Federal Government's NILS (No Interest Loan
Scheme) were barely mentioned by participants, possibly because, like Centrelink advances (which
were available twice a year) these had to be paid back. Budgets were stretched so tight from
fortnight to fortnight, particularly in the face of rising energy prices that many were already in debt
to energy companies and were loathe to purchase anything that would add to existing strains in
covering regular basic essentials like rent, food and transport.
You think about it this way. If you go and look for any sort of kitchen whitegoods, if you
want to buy an electric cook top, it will cost you $600. But if you want to get the
energy efficient gas cook top, you’re looking at over $1,200. What do you do? (Focus
group participant, Toowoomba).
Like the fridge it's 15 years old, it's not like that efficient compared to the new ones
these days but it's going to be so expensive for us to get a new one so - yes and even
our washing machine - yes, they're at least $500 and the fridge is at least $1000. If it
breaks down I don't know where we're going to get the money to buy it actually, but
yes, if it's more energy efficient and we can afford it yes, we would. If the Government
can help to help buy that stuff we would (Interviewee, Adelaide).
Yes, but I've got to spend money. I have an old washing machine and I know I've got
an old fridge. They're not you know, efficient, but still working fine. I'm going to have
to have money to buy the new ones and I'll be in more debt so I'm - you know, I'm not
better off (Sole parent, focus group, Adelaide).
They [energy efficiency contractors] said my refrigerator because it was old and the hot
water service. Well the refrigerator, I said I can’t afford to turn around and buy a new
fridge every couple of years. And I said, and my hot water service, because I'm in
Housing Commission, I can't do anything about that, right? (sole parent, focus group,
Wagga Wagga)
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Accordingly, most groups and many interviewees commented that there should be greater subsidies
or other programs to (a) help them purchase or access energy efficient appliances, and (b) to
encourage landlords to replace old and inefficient built-in heaters, reverse cycle air conditioners,
ovens and stove tops, and hot water systems.
Most participants said it was hard to afford the $50 charged by many energy retailers for home
energy audits. Some participants also expressed a view that all energy companies should provide
such audits free to all low income households who requested it.
Particularly striking was the number of participants who answered this question with reference to
solar power. Every single focus group across four states, and the vast majority of interviewees,
strongly advocated more investment in solar power. Many expressed frustration at how little had
been done by government to reduce the reliance on fossil fuels, and at their inability to access a
clean source of energy that might reduce their bills. Many in public housing thought that investment
in solar electricity by State Housing Authorities would be a really important place to start, given the
limited incomes of most public housing tenants, and the age of built-in fixtures on which most had to
rely.
I think the solar offerings by the government, the rebates and that kind of thing, for
somebody like me, who’s in government housing, it’s useless. I think what would be
better is if they provided it for everybody and then you could build on that. I don’t
think there’s a quick solution but I do think that a more sort of big picture view needs
to be taken because it’s going to get more and more difficult (Sole parent, Adelaide
focus group).
If I was a home owner, I definitely would have gone solar and as a renter I don’t have
that option. Each time the power bill comes I go, “I wish I could put solar panels up”
(Interviewee, private renter, Brisbane).
It's getting cheaper and cheaper to have them done so I'm waiting for it to go a little bit
cheaper and then that might be the solution (Sole parent with mortgage, Adelaide).
Many in private rental also advocated subsidies to landlords for the installation of solar electricity
and hot water systems. Likewise, most of the limited number of homeowners who participated in
the study also said that they would prefer to switch to solar power if they could afford it. However,
the few that were even in a position to consider it simply could not afford the initial outlay, and
hoped that prices would come down in the very near future.
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4.7

IMPACTS ON HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURE, DAILY LIFE AND WELL-BEING

Participants reported that rising electricity and gas bills were having a major negative impact on
their lives that manifested in a myriad of interconnected ways. Financial stress, considerable cuts to
energy use, and large reductions in expenditure on other essential items led to physical discomfort,
reduced enjoyment of life, reduced physical and mental well-being, loneliness and social isolation.
Several people also mentioned increasing strains on intra-household relationships. Most parents
suggested that even though they did their best to ensure that they, and not their children, carried
the burden of financial hardship, they nevertheless felt distressed about what their children were
having to go without, the reduced opportunities they could give them, and the effects on their
children's own social and emotional well-being.
Many expressed equal distress that they could not see their situation changing for the better in the
foreseeable future. When asked about what would happen if energy prices rose any further, some
participants thought hard and but simply couldn't find an answer. Others said, only half ironically,
that they would simply have to live on the street, ‘go bush’, or live in a tent.
Some participants of working age were studying, to improve job prospects, and others had hopes of
regaining employment once health problems or injuries improved. However, several older middleaged participants who were not as yet of pension age and living on Newstart felt they were very
unlikely to find work. Other participants had permanent disabilities or chronic recurrent health
problems that meant that they too were unlikely to be able to obtain, or hold down jobs for very
long. As testament to this they were no longer subject to job-search requirements
Others subject to full-time or part-time work search also had considerable fears about their job
prospects. Such fears were particularly acute amongst sole parents. Some of them mentioned that
their incomes were about to be cut by around $160 per fortnight due to changes to welfare rules
that would take effect from 1 January 2013. They were deeply concerned about how they would
henceforth manage rising energy bills, given difficulties they had already experienced in finding work
that might fit in with caring responsibilities, school hours and school holidays. Some sole parents,
who had not yet been placed on a benefit with work requirements, expressed concerns about
finding a job that might leave them better off after child-care costs were taken into account.
If I could find a job it wouldn’t be as big an issue. This is the worst job search I’ve had in
my life, I’ve never been out of work for more than six weeks, and I’ve currently been
out of work since June. I’m applying for 10 to 20 jobs a week and not getting an
interview, not even getting my resume past the front door. Like I said before I used to
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wash dishes, work in the kitchen, I’d do anything, I’m not the type of person that’s
picky as far as work goes (Sole parent, Adelaide).
I would be very happy to find a job. Where are these jobs that everyone's meant to be
getting? There are no jobs available. A lot of businesses are closing down or shutting
shop. People aren't spending anymore. So unemployment is even higher. And now a
big company is shutting shop. Now, all those people, 130 people are going to be
looking for like I am. Where are they going to find a job? A lot of single parents work in
supermarkets here, but, like, when someone's got a job here in a supermarket, they
don't leave. They're there for years because there aren't other jobs around. So they're
the only big companies here that are maybe stable but you can't even go for a job like
that because they're not looking for anybody. You can't get a job (Sole parent on
Newstart, regional Victoria).

4.7.1 Changing expenditure patterns as energy bills increase
There was not a single participant who felt that rising energy bills would have no impact on their
capacity to afford other basic items of expenditure. All mentioned that they had been forced to
economise or cut back, although for many participants, finding ways to cut back even further was
reckoned to be extremely difficult given the economies they had already been forced to make.
Respondents were asked what items primarily that they had cut back. Most found it difficult to
isolate a single item of expenditure as they had made small cuts across the board. Thus, they might
mention one or two categories of expenditure as those most reduced, along with others that had
been reduced to a lesser extent. In the first instance, and before they were questioned further,
around 5% of participants gave answers along the lines of:
Pretty much everything (Student, Melbourne focus group).
Oh, everything (Disability pensioner, Adelaide).
Basically nearly everything (Sole parent, Toowoomba).
Around 75% of participants immediately nominated food as one of the categories of expenditure on
which they had cut-back the most. For many - and most particularly private renters living on
benefits, such as Newstart, Austudy, or the Youth Allowance - food was the only item of expenditure
that they could cut back on, as the rest of their income went on rent, electricity and gas, and
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unavoidable transport and school-related costs. Social participation had become unaffordable pretty
much as soon as they had found themselves applying for income support:
The only thing I can save on is food. That's the only thing you can cut because you don't
have extras (Adult student, Sydney).
Many participants mentioned that the amount they might be able to spend on food and
groceries for themselves (and their children) had been halved in recent years as a result of their
inability to pay energy bills. Participants had become accustomed to buying food only when it
was on special, or close to its use-by date, or when markets were closing on weekends. Now,
however, the balance of many participants’ diets had been forced change. They could no longer
afford high-quality low-fat protein - lean meat, or fish - once a week, let alone a few times a
week, and their capacity to afford fresh fruit or vegetables had declined significantly.
Accordingly, their diets were now dominated by less nutritious and higher calorific foods,
particularly carbohydrates such as noodles, rice, pasta, lentils, bread and cereals, particularly
around the time that household energy bills came in:
Living off Mi Goreng, you know those noodles? Just ate those noodles. Not good for an
athlete (Young university student in a sports program, Sydney).
Cereal. I haven't had a steak in six months. And it's the cheap stuff, nothing good for
you. The healthy stuff, you can't afford that (Older disability pensioner, Adelaide).
Several participants living in houses rather than units mentioned that they had started to grow
a few vegetables, although the increasing cost of water was now threatening to undermine that
potential saving:
I have a bit of a veggie patch, now I'm thinking I might stop that because the water is
too expensive. We worked out sometimes it is cheaper to go when it's closing time and
get a box of fruit or veg rather than the growing them (Interviewee, private rental,
Adelaide)
For some participants, unavoidable cuts to food budgets meant a level of “going without" that
went well beyond buying lower quality food. Often - particularly at the end of the fortnight - it
meant missing meals altogether especially for those who had mobility problems, or an aversion
to seeking free food that prevented them from accessing community agencies:
If it [the price of electricity] goes up, I’m screwed. Like I said, I’m already going without
food. Go hungry, stuff like that, all the time. It’s not because of choice. You know, I only
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eat one meal a day. That’s it. [I have] dinner. I don’t eat breakfast, I don’t eat lunch.
Because I can’t afford to. And socialise and going places and doing stuff. No, I haven’t
been able to do that for a long, long time (Partially-disabled Newstart recipient, Sydney)
Some parents reported sacrificing their own nutrition, or going hungry in the days immediately
prior to receiving their benefit or pension, in order that their children were well fed:
My kids still get everything but then everything that I do myself goes out the window.
You live on bread and vegemite (Parent,Toowooomba).
A significant proportion of participants (just over 60%) nominated social participation,
entertainment, and treats (like taking children to the movies, or buying them a take-away meal) as
another expense they had no choice but to cut back. However, similar numbers of participants
mentioned cutting back on the use of their cars or public transport, and deferring replacement of
their own worn-out or ill-fitting clothing. Although they were loathe to do so, many parents also had
to obtain clothes for their children from second-hand sources.
Many had cut back on the use of telephones, or deferred or cancelled internet access, or planned
purchases of computers for their children. Most parents reported doing everything they could to
avoid having to cut back on their children's participation in sports, hobbies, or school-related extracurricular activities:
I’m in the position as well that at times my children might come home with a thing
that they have to participate at school and then I’ve got to come up with that money.
And it’s like I don’t want my kids being disadvantaged – I mean, I’ve grown up in a
disadvantaged environment basically most of my life, so I don’t want them being
more disadvantaged but at times it’s just really, really a struggle (Sole parent,
Adelaide).
However, a minority had no choice but to reduce spending on their children's involvement in sports
clubs and hobbies, or organised activities like school camps or excursions.
Although children's health was seen as a priority by parents, around 10 per cent of participants (both
with children and without) mentioned having to cut-back on their own visits to the doctor where
bulk billing wasn't available. For example, participants in a Wagga Wagga focus group mentioned
that bulk-billing doctors were rare in their town and they could not afford to see a doctor because of
the wait for Medicare to reimburse them via their bank accounts. Others had delayed filling their
own (but not their children's) prescriptions, or found themselves now unable to afford non88

prescription medications that they needed to reduce unpleasant symptoms of ill-health or allergies,
or to rectify vitamin or mineral deficiencies.
Finally, although most participants who had received Centrelink payments for long periods could not
afford insurance of any kind, several participants who had a family member in work, mentioned that
rising energy bills meant they could no longer afford various forms of insurance they would have
preferred to retain. These forms of insurance included private health insurance, home contents
insurance or personal motor vehicle or third party property motor vehicle insurance.
Several participants also mentioned a need to pawn or sell items they owned to pay energy bills, or
supplement disposable income that was now reduced by required fortnightly instalments to energy
companies:
I’ve taken to eBay and I’m slowly selling all the assets I’ve accumulated in life. I have to
look around the house and find something worth at least $50 per week so my house
has become barren because every week I look around and go, ‘Well, what can I sell
now?’ (Single disability pensioner, Adelaide).
Others - including community agency workers - were concerned that the increasing inability to
afford essentials as a result of rising energy bills would lead to increased theft and other propertyrelated crimes, which would increase the public costs of law enforcement:
I just think it’s disgusting and I think it’s going to lead to crime – desperation. Like,
there’s a lot of honest people around that are going to get desperate because they’re
not having that money to survive on (Elderly ex-serviceman, Wagga Wagga).

4.7.2 Effects of expenditure cutbacks on household activities and children
Rising energy bills affected what household members were able to do, and the patterns of their daily
lives in two ways. One set of impacts related to restrictions on what household members could do,
and changes to their daily activity patterns that resulted directly from attempts to restrict energy
usage. Another set of issues were related to the changes that had been made to their essential and
non-essential expenditures in order to pay energy bills. These impacts on daily life were inextricably
linked to concomitant impacts on mood and mental health, which are discussed in the next section.
There was a further issue for those who were caring for children. They felt that the poverty related
to high energy bills was affecting their parenting. In particular they found it hard to deny their
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children things (such as the use of computers) although privately they worried about the economic
consequences of the electricity usage involved.
The primary impacts of reduced energy usage on their own daily activities mentioned by participants
were:


A tendency to "live in the dark", use only one room in the home, rug up rather than use the
heater, and go to bed early to escape the cold;



A tendency to have shorter - and therefore less pleasant -showers using lower water
pressure, or go without occasionally ;



A tendency to reduce forms of entertainment or amusement reliant on electricity: watch
less TV, spend less time on the internet less (where applicable) and listen less to the radio,
or music on the stereo;



A tendency to entertain at home less, given concerns about the use of cooking appliances,
and concerns that the temperature at home might not be comfortable for guests; and



A tendency to have more arguments or tensions in relations with children or other
household members over efforts to cut energy use.

For children, the key impacts of cuts to energy use were similar to those for adults - they weren't
allowed to use electronic forms of entertainment such as television, computer games and other
electronic games as often, and were constantly being told to turn things off, or get out of the
shower. As noted, people strove to reduce their electricity usage which was complicated by living
with others.
For adults, or couples without children, the mostly commonly mentioned restriction on what they
could do related to their now-reduced social participation:
Well, you never leave the house because you can’t afford to. I don’t go anywhere; I
don’t do anything. There is no night out or a day out or anything; it’s just gone, it’s
finished (Single disability pensioner, Adelaide).
Many participants mentioned turning down friend's invitations to go out for a meal or come over to
their houses because they couldn't afford it, often telling ‘white lies’ to cover up the real reason for
their non-attendance. The result was that they felt increasingly excluded or distanced from social
support networks:
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You’re not socially included as much, and many a times I actually sort of go "Look, I’ve
got an appointment" and come home (Widow living on Newstart while studying at
TAFE, Adelaide).
We don't go out much anymore. Yes, I don't see many of the friends because when we
usually see them, they go "Come for a coffee" "Go for lunch" and all that stuff. I can't
afford to go out for lunch and for dinner (Married mother of four, Adelaide).
Friends tell me about going to barbeques and I have to make an excuse. I was just
raised where you don’t go empty-handed, so rather than be embarrassed I’m saying,
“I’m sorry, I’m busy doing something else and I can’t attend”, which is just all lies; I’m
just sitting at home (Single disability pensioner, Adelaide).
Others mentioned that they could no longer participate in hobbies, favourite pastimes, or
sports they had formerly enjoyed to break up the monotony of life on a low-income:
I normally play ice hockey. I haven’t played for three months because I can’t afford the
$20 to go and play. So what happens is when you have high expenses, just normal
things that keep you healthy mentally and physically, are the things that have got to go
first because they’re not classed as a necessity (Sdole parent of five children, Adelaide).
I love cooking and 12 months ago I would have got my cooking books out and gone
okay, let's try a few recipes and nowadays I can’t do it because there are extra
ingredients. Unless I’ve already got them it is extra expense (Widow, Adelaide).
Some parents were concerned about the fact that the severe budgetary difficulties they were facing
resulted in reduced opportunities for their children to do well as school:
She said the school asks children to do some research at home with the internet, they
are just to use the internet. But honestly, I'm not able to buy any internet for home for
children to be able to do some research or some study. So it also causes some
problems with children like that (Immigrant mother of school-aged children, through an
interpreter, Adelaide focus group).
Basically through circumstances in life I’ve ended up in this situation that myself,
yourself, any of us on a pension, can’t provide for your kids. Like I’ve got a 14 year old
and we can’t get the internet on because I just simply don’t get enough money. So
therefore then you start that ball rolling of, well being disadvantaged, you know what I
mean? (Sole parent, Toowoomba focus group).
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Others were concerned about their inability to afford activities that would help their children
develop skills or talents:
With the kids, I need to give them every opportunity that I can so that they’re selfsufficient and able to have a good living and a good life . But yes, sometimes that has to
be cut back. My daughter plays tennis. She has one lesson a week. Most of the girls in
the same age group would have four or five a week. So she has to work twice as hard
to keep up to the level that they’re at. So ideally I’d like to give her more lessons. But
that can’t be done (Focus group particpant, Adelaide).
Many parents were also acutely aware of the fact that other children at their own child's school had
parents who could afford to take them to children's birthday parties or other events like the Royal
Show in Adelaide, or the Melbourne Show. They also mentioned the inability to afford to take their
children on holidays, or provide them with other things like internet-enabled mobile phones or
games, or new clothes that other children at school accessed. They worried about the effect of all
this on their children's capacity to develop friendships and fit in with their peers:
All their friends, they want to meet each other there [at the Melbourne Show] but I
couldn’t take them. You know, I ring up, it costs maybe 200 bucks just to get in for my
kids. . I can’t explain to my kids “would you like to sit in the dark, no power, to not
have $5 to put fuel in the car to take you school (Father, Melbourne focus group).
"Oh, my friends do dancing, why can't I go? Can't I go and do -" And you know, their
friends play sports, "Can't we go?" Their friends have got iPods and all that stuff and
the games and they'll nag they want this, and that, especially like Christmas coming up.
I just don't know how we're going to afford it (Focus group participant, Adelaide).
It also cuts into our children’s social wellbeing. You can’t take them to theatre. You can’t take
them to sports. I can’t afford uniforms. I could barely afford the trip on camp this year.
People say, “Why isn’t your kid playing sport?” I can’t afford it (Focus group participant, Port
Augusta).
Some parents reported that the cost of public transport alone during school holidays was
unaffordable for a whole family, with the result that they couldn't take their children anywhere very
often. For example, one Wagga mother observed that tha, during school holidays, it cost her $20 for
a return bus trip into the town centre for herself and her three sons, even with concessions. This
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made just giving her kids a change of scene from their local-rather-disadvantaged neighbourhood an
expense that she could rarely afford.

4.7.3 Energy bills compared to other household expenditures
Close to one third of participants said household energy was the least affordable of all their regular
expenses. The remainder suggested it was one of the least affordable. Petrol was also frequently
mentioned as another of their least affordable expenses by the minority who owned cars,
particularly by those who lived in areas where public transport was limited or those who had large
families and hence, large amounts of grocery shopping to bring home .
Some participants from towns with relatively poor public transport, and/or with large families,
and/or disabilities that affected their capacity to carry their grocery shopping, also mentioned petrol
as another key expense that ranked with rent and energy bills as being amongst the least affordable.
Rising food prices and water bills were also mentioned, but less frequently than rental and petrol
price hikes.
Only one participant – a younger adult student – suggested that it was hard to say whether energy
bills were less affordable than other essential expenditures. However, he was sharing energy bills
with three other students, all of whom were on the Youth Allowance. Further, he acknowledged that
he hadn’t been paying his own bills for long enough to gauge the relative affordability of essential
expenses.

4.7.4 Impacts on physical and mental well-being, and relationships
Over time the course of the focus groups and interviews during October and November 2012, a
portrait began to emerge of the partially-hidden real effects on families of the rising energy prices.
There was an accumulation of evidence about the direct and indirect negative impacts on mental
health and emotional well being related to the stress about rising prices. To some extent this might
seem an intangible thing that cannot easily be measured. However, it is very real to the participants
on the ground. It is the kind of effect which requires close focus work on real lives to uncover or
substantiate. On numerous occasions participants gave testimony to how financial stress was related
to concomitant increases in material deprivation, social isolation, stress, and strains on intra-familial
relationships.
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Participants mentioned that the constant concern to remember to turn things off, and otherwise
restrict their usage of energy created additional worry and stress in their lives. For example, one
interviewee in the western suburbs of Sydney said:
It's worrying, you know. It makes people crazy sometimes. You have to be careful about whether you switched off your kettle, switched off your television or it's still on
standby. You have to focus on, you know, electricity all the time. And you can't enjoy
that comfort; whether it's warmth in winter or cooling yourself in summer.
Discomfort was the physical impact most commonly mentioned by participants as a direct result of
cuts to energy use, and reduced physical comfort had emotional side-effects too:
You’re not willing to use the air conditioner anymore, especially in the hotter months
because you know that’s just going to add to your bill. It really affects the quality of
comfort (Father, Toowoomba).
Well we went through the whole winter without any heating and it was really horrible
and depressing and gloomy and you go to bed really early. I would keep the same
clothes on that I’d gone to bed in and keep them on in the morning and have a shower
about three o’clock in the afternoon when it was warmer and off peak… if you can’t
afford other entertainment, a hot shower is like your one luxury in life. It’s the one
time you can actually feel relaxed and good if you’re freezing the rest of the time (Sole
parent, Adelaide).
Others mentioned feeling unable to afford to cook for visiting family or friends, or being unable to
afford the ability to create a pleasant environment for them:
I used to do a lot of cooking and entertaining people. That’s stopped. I love to be
social, but if I can’t afford to create a nice environment that’s a warm or cool and
pleasant and whatever, and cooking….so therefore, one becomes socially isolated. So
therefore, it affects you psychologically apart from your pocket, which is the obvious.
But there are many more and insidious things that then become of it (Single disability
pensioner, Adelaide).
One semi-invalided non-custodial father, who lived alone in community housing in Adelaide,
said that the energy use restrictions he felt obliged to make affected his ability to parent
effectively.
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I finally get a place, so the girls can come over now and see dad. But they won’t bring
the girls over because it’s too hot in my place. When it’s too cold, they won’t bring
them over because I’ve got no heating. So I either see them in a shopping centre, or
other places. Or we go down the beach where there’s a cool breeze. So I’m missing
out on the father role. The girls and me in the morning, stuff like that. So I can make
breakfast. Just the father things, you know what I mean? I miss that, heaps.
Many other parents mentioned increased irritation and conflict in their household that arose from
their attempts to monitor and reduce their children's use of energy:
It's very stressful and I think I probably talk about it a lot - about, you know, switching
the light off when you're not in the room and sort of argue with them. You know,
they'll argue back (Sole parent, Adelaide).
We are sometimes talking to children, you have to reduce the hours you are watching TV. He
said you can imagine how the children react (Focus group participant, through an interpreter,
Adelaide).
I’m forever going around after the kids and turning off lights, computers, stuff, radio – the
radio’s going and there’s nobody in the room. I’m like the little policeman that just goes
around – on duty.
Facilitator: Sometimes it causes conflict with kids?
Absolutely (Focus group participant, Melbourne).
A number of participants mentioned that cuts to essential expenditures such as food and
medications, or an inability to afford other activities, also had direct and negative impacts on their
physical well-being:
I've got really low iron levels and I can't have red meat because I can't afford it. I do
feel lethargic. And the supplements I need are the ones with vitamin C and they're
about $19 for a pack. I mean, it's just - all these things cost money. I go without so my
son can have something (sole parent interviewee, Victoria).
They’re only $4.50 or $5 but I’ve gone out without a lot with my depression tablets
because I just haven’t got $4.50 or $5 (Sole parent, Wagga focus group).
One sixty year old Wagga interviewee suffered from a hay fever attack during his interview. He
apologised for the fact that his nose was running, noting that he could no longer afford
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antihistamines that might reduce his symptoms. He was also experiencing depression that he felt was
aggravated by an inability to afford a balanced diet or the gas to cook dinner:
You know, if your diet is out of whack, well the chemicals in your brain are out of whack
and your depression kicks in.
Another Adelaide interviewee mentioned that having to cut-back on lean protein and vegetables,
and eat more carbohydrates, which were more affordable, had affected his weight:
My weight has ballooned because of it.
As noted, emotional and mental health impacts borne of financial worry, stress, social isolation and
strains to relationships were mentioned in almost every interview82 and focus group conducted:
My main concern is depression. It wouldn't take much to push me over the top. What's
the point in hanging on and struggling like this, for what? There is no fun in life. You
don't go anywhere (Single, pensioner on disability benefit).
There were also some refugees who participated in a focus group with the aid of an interpreter in
Adelaide. They and their children had experienced significant trauma in their native countries before
being accepted into Australia. Now increasing financial stress resulting from rising energy bills was
exacerbating the anxiety and depression they suffered as result of earlier traumatic experiences.
Several participants expressed an unsolicited view that, ultimately, the costs of rising energy prices
were exacting a major mental health toll on society, which would indirectly cost the government:
If they don’t want everyone to be isolated at home with depression, because then
you’re going to have to pay for all the mental health issues and that’s going to
snowball, you know what I mean? But I don’t even think they even consider that. You
know, people that are poor, with nothing, it doesn’t take much to push some people
over the edge, you know what I mean? When you’re already down and out and doing
it hard all the time (Single interviewee, Sydney).
I think if they don't help us we're like stressed and depressed and in future it's going to
be worse, isn't it? There will be more people depressed and - - you know, with mental
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Only one interviewee did not mention such impacts and who was also the only participant that considered
her standard of living had not declined from higher energy bills which were only difficult for her occasionally.
However, she had moved to live with her aged mother in public housing and they both received the equivalent
of a full pension (one aged pension and one carer's payment) while only paying 25% of their income in rent.
She did observe, however, that her mother had "struggled" a great deal when living on her own.
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issues and they'll probably have to pay for - pay to help them cure them. Some of my
friends are like that and yes, they're having - they're actually taking depression tablets
and all that stuff - and that costs the Government. I think in, like, the long-term. Do
you know what I mean? (Interviewee, Adelaide).
Two female interviewees suggested that their relationships with partners had come under increased
strain as a direct result of rising energy bills, mainly because they were now always worried about
money, and talking (or arguing) about what to do.
However, for parents, the most devastating emotional impact of having to cut back on expenses
resulted from watching the emotional effects of expenditure cuts on their children, and/or from the
strains on their relationships with children that resulted from cutbacks that directly affected them.
Parents did their best to hide their own financial worries from their children but this was difficult to
do:
You sort of want to shield the kids so you’re trying to talk in code to have a
conversation, or else wait til they go to bed, which means staying up late trying to have
a conversation and, you know, “Oh, it’s okay, Daddy’s just looking for a new job, that’s
a good thing to do.” They still pick up on though. It means that they’re only 9 and 12
and they’re having some pretty heavy duty conversations already about all those
budgetary kind of things (Interviewee, Brisbane, whose husband had been recently
retrenched).
Although children were not interviewed, parents reported that their children found it hard to
understand why they couldn't afford things. Moreover, they found it hard to control their
frustration. Parents were then left with a sense of sadness, or guilt about not being able to provide.
It’s quite sad…I’ve seen it in my brother’s face before. The worst thing is he plans to
take the kids out to the zoo or something, and the worst feeling for him to actually get
is an envelope in his mail box. Opens it up and you can see it in his face, the first thing
he’s thinking of is cancelling that. It affects him emotionally. And the kids are looking
forward to it and wanting to go. Then the worst thing for a parent to say is, “Well, I’m
sorry, kids, we can’t actually go" (Single focus group participant, Melbourne, who had
until recently lived with his brother's wife and their children).
One sole parent from Adelaide had been forced to cut back on her children's netball, and hadn't
been able to take them to the movies over the most recent school holidays.
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[It is] because of the energy bills. They hate me for it. It's horrible. I think I’ll have to go
to the doctor for depression because now my kids are arguing with me over littler
things because we’re home all the time. I can’t afford to take them out.
In some cases, the impact was heightened with respect to adolescents and teenagers, who tended
to concentrate upon what their peers owned, and who were more vulnerable to peer pressure
about fitting in:
When they were younger you used to be able to get away with going to the op shop
and because they didn’t care but when they get a bit older… my daughter is nearly 15
and Christopher’s 11 – when they start getting around that age and they’re much more
aware of what everyone else has got… It’s peer pressure too and I understand it; I can’t
do it and they do take it out on me (Sole parent, Melbourne).
kids can be so very cruel to one another… [They say things like] “Look at your clothes,
look at your shoes, dude!" (Two single focus group participants, Melbourne).

4.6.3 The impact of electricity disconnections
Only 6% of participants had been disconnected in the recent past, although a larger number had been
disconnected within the past five years or so and had found strategies to avoid this. They did this
generally by paying by instalments on a hardship plan. However, they had usually had a previous (and
sometimes relatively long) experience of living without electricity. Many more had received final
notices, but had managed to find the money one way or another, generally by borrowing from family
or payday lenders, and/or by selling to pawn shops things that they owned.
One Wagga mother, with considerable arrears to pay, commented that although some companies
were willing to put you on a hardship (instalment) plan, the reality was that "if you miss one payment,
you're gone". She had been disconnected earlier this year after paying $125 dollars a fortnight out of
her Centrelink pension over an extended period to try reduce her debt:
And I mean in the first four months of this year I paid $1,000 off my power bill. They
came out and disconnected me for less than $300….I’d been at class and I got home.
My neighbour yelled out, “I think your power got cut off today” and I’m like “What”,
you know what I mean? Like, I didn’t get reminders, disconnections notices come or
anything like that….And I rang and, because this is like 3:30 in the afternoon, [the
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energy company] said they wanted the whole lot paid. Luckily my neighbour said he’d
loan me the $200. But if I wanted it reconnected that afternoon I had to pay an extra
$100.
Her neighbour had offered to let her and her sons stay overnight, and the power was reconnected the
next day. She wasn't sure what she would have done without his assistance.
Another participant from Darlinghurst had spent 10 months without power in a high rise public
housing block. He was physically immobile at the time, and didn't have internet access to search for
help. His electricity was only reconnected after a neighbour told him about the Ombudsman many
months after the disconnection:
So just two years ago, I had no electricity in this unit for about 10 months. I couldn’t
afford to be reconnected. Also, I couldn’t also afford to pay the bills which were, at
that time, $600 every three months; $800 every three months Even if I wanted to, I
didn’t have enough physically to pay it, so they ended up cutting my electricity off and I
went into debt and I couldn’t pay it. I was stuck in the unit through winter and I was
crippled too. That’s when I’d just had that injury from the car accident. For the last
year and a half, I’ve been on crutches …being stuck around the house all the time, I
started getting depressed, because I couldn’t physically move. I was sitting here with no
electricity, no nothing for 10 months because they were worried about getting their
little bit of money. It was terrible. It was a horrible situation. I was going without
showers, going without food.

Plus no family, you know?

They never got the

outstanding bill which they thought I owed because I ended up going to the
Ombudsman and they said, he don’t even owe you this money anyway. I think it was
like $2,000 bill or something, they wanted from me. They also alleged that I owed
them money from 10 years ago or something. So there was a whole bunch of issues.
They were like, no we’re not putting it back on, we’re not putting it back on.
He had since traced the source of his high energy bills to two factors: the very old hot water system in
his unit, and the fact that each unit had a separate individual power outlet located in a communal
laundry which meant that any resident could plug a washing machine into the outlet for someone else's
unit. By turning off the electricity to the communal laundry and the hot water (other than when
showering) at the power board within his unit, he had since managed to cut his electricity bills down to
around $180-200 per quarter.
Another interviewee had been without electricity for about a month after a disconnection. She had not
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telephoned her energy company beforehand. Finally she overcame her depressed sense of resignation
and managed to approach a community agency she had been told about.
About a month because it took me a while to get the money. I was living on candles and
that. The first two weeks I was running around, didn’t know what to do, and then
someone said “Go up to the Factory because they’ll help you with your electricity” and I
said “Yeah I’ll do it, I’ll do it. And then after the next week I went up to the Factory
[Community Centre] and they rang up, they rang up for me, done it all and then it took me
two weeks to get the money. I put $100 on it one week and then my mother, God bless
her, she gave me the $300 to put on the rest and then I paid my mother off. And then
they told me to do Centre Pay if I wanted my electricity on from now on…
Staff and volunteers at community agencies are also an important source of information on the
realities of peoples’ adaptations to rising energy bill. They try to be part of the solution by referring
people to different sources of relief funding. However, they also note that people are often too
uninformed about where to get help. More hidden but equally important is the way that
embarrassment can prevent people from accessing the help they are entitled to. For example,
community agency staff suggested that people didn't ring the electricity company even when they
were in very difficult circumstances. They speculated upon the factors that could be at work here:
It’s a mixture of pride, denial (Welfare worker, ADRA Brisbane).
A lot of people are hoping they get money by the next pay or, just somehow magically
think that it’s going to work out (Volunteer, ADRA Brisbane).
People who are overloaded with debt, they get really paralysed really quickly and I
know that happened to me when we were on low income…to think of ringing up
someone and asking for help, they just don’t. You can see them shut down. The tales
of crashing are quite overwhelming.
Facilitator: Crashing-ness, you mean, like feeling crushed, or crashing?
Yeah, and just lacking the ability to put steps in place and ask for help and that kind of
stuff and just not knowing who to ask about what (Staff member at ADRA in Brisbane).
In other cases, those at imminent risk of disconnection might go and seek financial help from the
few agencies that can issue a cheque or a voucher issued by a State government. However, they
could also find that the limited supply of such assistance had run out very early in the week. They
might be eligible for an emergency utility relief grant, such as those available in Victoria or
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Queensland on a one-off basis, but the paperwork involved in applying was daunting, and the
process of getting such a payment approved took many weeks:
People wait until they get the final payment notice and then say “look, my power is
going to be disconnected this afternoon or tomorrow”. At that point there’s not a lot
that can be done (Volunteer, St Vincent de Paul, Toowoomba).
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5.

ASSISTANCE FOR THOSE EXPERIENCING ENERGY HARDSHIP

5.1

OVERVIEW

The Australian Government has acknowledged that low-income households:
have been particularly impacted by increases in retail energy prices as a result of poor quality
housing stock, limited ability to reduce energy use with better appliances, and the fact that ...
they spend proportionally more of their income on this essential service. 83
The issue of energy affordability for low-income households also has become a focus of public
discussion and debate evidenced by a plethora of forums in the first six months of 2013.
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Nevertheless, there has been little change to the type or amount of direct assistance provided to
Australian low-income households experiencing energy hardship. This assistance is provided through
four types of policies. The first are measures such as concessions, rebates and social tariffs which
aim to limit the impact of energy prices. The second type seeks to increase household income.
Improvements to housing energy efficiency, examples of which are insulation and retrofitting, are
the focus of the third policy type. More recently, the fourth policy type has emerged as we have
seen energy retailers required to implement customer hardship programs which are generally
framed around payment arrangements for energy bills owing, or for ongoing use, and the avoidance
of disconnection.
State Governments are the primary provider of the assistance for low-income Australian households
with energy bills through rebates, concessions, and temporary financial assistance measures.
Overwhelming these forms of assistance are an absolute amount (lump sum) rather than a
proportion of a household energy bill and are directed at electricity bills. Australian Government
eligibility criteria for income support payments and concession cards are also overwhelmingly used
to determine eligibility.

83

Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency (2011), Low income energy efficiency program: Design
options, Public Consultation Paper, September 2011, Canberra: DCCEE, p.4.
84
For example: University of Sydney public seminar on the findings of this project, 22 February; COTA NSW
and The Environment Centre, ‘Shock Proof: Taking control of electricity costs’, NSW Parliament House, 14
March; Uniting Care Energy Affordability Expert Forum, Canberra, 19 March; Energy Forum at ACOSS Annual
Conference, Adelaide, 26 March; EWON National Energy Affordability Roundtable, NSW Parliament, 15 April;
Power Pricing Conference 2013, Sydney, 22-24 May; Credit and Collections in energy and water, IIR
Conference, Melbourne, 28-29 May.
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Measures for widespread, long-term improvements to the energy efficiency of housing stock are
virtually non-existent with policy measures focused on changing household behavioural practices.
Payment plans and hardship policies are further types of assistance for households experiencing
energy hardship. These plans have relied on the household initiating contact with its energy retailer
although energy suppliers are required to be more proactive in the identification of households
under the National Energy Customer Framework, implementation of which has only recently
commenced in the ACT, Tasmania, South Australia and NSW. The take-up rates are low due to a
number of barriers such as unrealistic expectations by energy companies of the capacity to make
payments each fortnight.
Overall the current suite of policy measures assisting households who are experiencing difficulties
with the payment of energy bills is reactive and fragmented. More subtly, these policy measures
shift the problem to one of poor financial management and individual (lack of) responsibility.
Overwhelmingly, access to any of the available assistance measures requires self-identification
which requires information about these measures. Yet many of the eligible households are unaware
because they do not have internet access where the information is commonly provided, mobile
phone costs and call waiting times prohibit making contact with an energy supplier, or
communication difficulties are experienced when contact is made which lead to nought for the
household.
There is no reliable data collection and reporting of take-up rates for any of the above assistance
measures across all States and Territories, the extent to which eligible households are ‘captured’ by
these forms of assistance, or the effectiveness of assistance measures in redressing energy hardship
experienced by low-income households.
From the limited data available, in 2011-12 there were: 700,000 NSW households, 852,000
households in Victoria and 193,000 South Australian households receiving a basic low-income
electricity bill rebate or concession.
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This is more than 1.7 million households and about 25% of

residential customers in NSW and South Australia, and approximately 40% of Victorian residential
customers. If we assume a similar proportion (25%) applies across the rest of Australia, at least 2.3
million Australian households are receiving some basic form of assistance with their electricity bills.
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Essential Services Commission of South Australia (2012), 2011/12 Annual performance report, November,
Adelaide: ESCOSA; NSW Government (2012), $210 million to help NSW families pay their energy bills, Media
Release, 12 June; Victorian Department of Human Services (2012), State concessions and hardship programs
2011-12, Melbourne: DHS.
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One proxy indicator of the extent of energy hardship, and the effectiveness of current policy
measures to redress, is residential electricity disconnections for then non-payment of bills.
Admittedly this only catches the most extreme cases and is retrospective to the impact of the bills
(and energy retail company actions consequent on the inability to pay). Nevertheless, disconnections
provide one indicator in the absence of comparable data of energy hardship because one would
expect that the quantum of disconnections would be minimal and not due to energy hardship if
assistance measures were effective.
Table 10 shows electricity disconnections, for each State and the ACT, as a proportion of residential
consumers across the five year period ending 2011-12.
All States record a higher proportion of residential consumers as being disconnected in 2011-12
compared to 2007-08. In Victoria the proportion has steadily increased year-on-year. Victoria is the
only jurisdiction which has not set household electricity prices by regulation since early 2009 and a
percentage-based concession is applied to electricity bills for eligible households. The proportion
disconnected in South Australia and Western Australia more than doubled in the two years 2009-10
to 20011-12, and nearly doubled in Victoria during the same period. Queensland showed the highest
proportion of residential customers disconnected in three of the five years and was second only to
South Australia in 2011-12. The Queensland Council of Social Services suggests that this marginal fall
in 2011-12 reflects a relatively high level of disconnections post the extreme flood and cyclone
events of early 2011.
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The proportion of South Australian residents disconnected from their

electricity supply more than doubled in the two years to 2011-12. The average increases in regulated
household electricity prices for South Australian households in 2010-11 was 18.2% and 17.4% the
following year compared to 2% and 2.5% in 2009-10 and 2008-09 respectively (see Table 1).
NSW disconnections show a slightly different pattern than the other jurisdictions. The proportion of
residential consumers disconnected was stable, declined in 2009-10, rose to its previous level in the
following year but increased notably in 2011-12. The NSW Independent Pricing and Regulatory
Tribunal (IPART) reported that residential consumers disconnected for non-payment of electricity
bills increased by 25% between 2010-11 and 2011-12.
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By 2011-12, the average increase in

regulated electricity prices for NSW households had increased by 80% since 2007-08, the highest
increase for households in any Australian State or Territory during this period (see Table 1).
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Queensland Council of Social Services (2012), Energy hardship and electricity disconnections in Queensland,
Research Report, December, Brisbane: QCOSS.
87
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2012) Customer service performance of electricity retail
suppliers 1 July 2007 - 30 June 2012, Sydney: IPART.
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Table 10: Electricity disconnections as a proportion of residential customers, 2007-2012 88
JURISDICTION
Victoria
NSW
ACT
South Australia
Queensland
Tasmania
Western Australia

2007-08
(%)
0.29
0.64
0.43
0.85
1.13
0.39
0.77

2008-09
(%)
0.43
0.64
0.27
0.87
n/a
0.45
0.55

2009-10
(%)
0.59
0.55
0.56
0.66
0.9
0.62
0.39

2010-11
(%)
0.77
0.64
0.26
1.01
1.22
0.51
0.90

2011-12
(%)
1.02
0.80
0.30
1.35
1.16
89
0.08
0.87

In 2011-12, 37% of residential customers disconnected in NSW were on payment plans (compared to
25% of those disconnected in 2007-08), and 22% were receiving the NSW Government’s Low Income
Household Rebate for energy bills (compared to 15% of those disconnected in 2007-08). 90 These
figures, and their growth over four years, suggest two critical implications: first, the amount payable
on agreed payment schedules are, in many cases, being set at levels which low-income households
cannot sustain; and secondly, the value of rebates and concessions to assist with energy bills is a
relatively ineffective measure to improve energy affordability for low-income households
Overall, the trend in residential electricity disconnections – in all Australian States and Territories –
provides no confidence that any current form of assistance (income supplement, energy bill
concession or rebate, housing energy efficiency improvement or energy retailer hardship program) is
redressing energy hardship as measured by a household’s disconnection. The trend evidenced by the
disconnection data actually points to the increasing ineffectiveness of current assistance.

5.2

ENERGY BILL CONCESSIONS, REBATES AND HARDSHIP PAYMENTS

Table 11 details the current assistance provided by the Australian, State and Territory Governments
through 43 separate programs.
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Australian Energy Regulator (2012), Retail energy market update: July to September 2012, December,
Canberra: AER; Essential Services Commission 2012, Energy retailers comparative performance report—
customer service 2011-12, December, Melbourne: ESC; Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2012)
Customer service performance of electricity retail suppliers 1 July 2007 - 30 June 2012, Sydney: IPART.
89
This figure is an anomaly. Aurora Energy stopped disconnecting customers between October 2011 and June
2012 due to "internal restructuring" (Australian Energy Regulator (2012), Retail energy market update: July to
September 2012, December, Canberra: AER, p.5).
90
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2012) Customer service performance of electricity retail
suppliers 1 July 2007 - 30 June 2012, Sydney: IPART. A payment plan is agreed between the consumer and an
energy retail company for the payment of arrears while usage continues. The plan is supposed to be based on
capacity to pay.
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The Australian Government provides a utilities allowance to a small group of income support
recipients to assist the payment of water, sewerage, property rates and energy bills. The equivalent
of this allowance is also paid to age pensioners as part of a quarterly pension supplement. The
Household Assistance Package, introduced in 2012 to assist low-income households with the impact
of carbon pricing on living costs (including energy bills), includes payments which are automatically
paid with regular income support payment (rates varying with circumstances) and an annual lump
sum payment towards home energy costs for the use of essential medical equipment.
State and Territory Governments are the primary source of assistance for low-income households
which is administered by energy retailers through deductions from energy bills. Assistance is either
ongoing or some form of emergency payment. Ongoing assistance is overwhelmingly provided for
electricity costs and most commonly through lump sum concessions and rebates. All States and
Territories offer a general low-income rebate or concession. Notably Victoria is the only jurisdiction
which provides a percentage reduction on energy bills with lump sum amounts applied elsewhere in
Australia. All States provide assistance for the energy costs associated with life support equipment
and medical needs for cooling or heating to regulate body temperature.
The amounts of assistance vary considerably across Australia. For example, an eligible Queensland
household currently (as at September 2013) receives an annual electricity bill concession of just over
$280 compared to $165 for a household in South Australia and up to $459 in Tasmania; NSW
provides a daily rebate of $0.83 for the use of an oxygen concentrator, Tasmania’s is $0.93 and
Western Australia’s daily rebate varies from $1.89 to $2.83 depending on the machine’s capacity.
The assistance provided by two States recognises the impact of more extreme temperatures on
energy costs. Tasmania provides an annual heating allowance although this only amounts to $65 and
Western Australia provides an air-conditioning rebate for eligible locations during the period
December to February. Western Australia has also recognised the impact of dependent children on
household energy costs with the provision of a daily child rebate which tapers up to four children.
The criteria for eligibility also varies across jurisdictions. Generally to receive State Government
assistance a low-income household must be receiving income support and/or hold a concession card
such as the Pensioner Concession Card or Health Care Card. Notably Queensland does not provide
assistance to the holders of Health Care Cards only seniors and pensioners with concession cards.
All States also provide some form of occasional ‘emergency’ assistance to those experiencing
difficulties paying household electricity bills. Eligibility is tightly targeted particularly in terms of the
opportunity to access within a given time period.
106

TABLE 11: ENERGY BILL CONCESSIONS, REBATES AND HARDSHIP PAYMENTS TO MEET ENERGY BILLS, SEPTEMBER 2013
BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
92
AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT
Utilities Allowance
Single person: $577.60 per annum (paid
at $144.40 per quarter).
Couple: $577.60 per annum (paid at
$72.20 per quarter for each eligible
member of a couple).
Eligibility: Receive Disability Support
Pension and < 21 years with no
dependent children, Partner Allowance
and Widow Allowance.
Household Assistance Package
Clean Energy Supplement: To assist with
impact of carbon price on living costs
(including energy bills). Rates vary
according to circumstances and paid
automatically with regular payment.
Clean Energy Advance: Rates vary
depending on circumstances. Lump sum
paid as a one-off to recipients from May
2012. Second payment to youth/most
students from July 2013.
Eligibility: Receive an income support

MEDICAL

91

LIFE SUPPORT

EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE

Essential Medical Equipment Assistance
Payment (part of the Household
Assistance Package)
$143 per annum for home energy costs
from use of essential medical
equipment.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, and certification by
medical practitioner that eligible
equipment, or heating/cooling, is
medically required, or equipment
qualifies for assistance under
State/Territory scheme or DVA
Rehabilitation Appliance Program.
Eligible equipment includes: home
dialysis machine, home ventilator, home
respirator, home parenteral or enteral
feeding device, oxygen concentrator,
heart pump, suction pump, infant
apnoea monitor (prescribed following
apnoeic episodes), nebuliser (used
daily), positive airways pressure device,
phototherapy equipment, airbed
vibrator, electric wheelchair, insulin
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Eligibility criteria is similar in most States: inability to self-regulate body temperature in extreme heat and cold due to conditions such as Parkinson's Disease or MS, and
completion of a form signed by a medical practitioner (or specialist) who has been treating the sufferer for at least 3 months. Victoria lists eligible conditions to which the
concession applies automatically: Multiple Scheloris, Lymphoedema, Parkinson's, Fibromyalgia, Post-polio syndrome, or Poliomyelitis. Other conditions are considered
often on a case-by-case basis.
92
Australian Government Department of Human Services: http://www.humanservices.gov.au/customer/services/centrelink/utilities-allowance;
http://www.humanservices.gov.au/customer/subjects/clean-energy-future
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BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
payment, pension or Family Tax Benefit.
NEW SOUTH WALES

MEDICAL

91

LIFE SUPPORT

EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE

Medical Energy Rebate
$215 per annum paid in instalments
taken off each electricity bill.
Eligibility: PCC, DVA Gold Card, HCC. See
also Footnote 91.
Can be received in conjunction with
EAPA and other rebates.

Life Support Rebate (electricity)
Daily rates paid:
Positive Airways Pressure $0.16
(PAP) Device
$0.32 for
24 hour use
Enteral feeding pump
$0.20
Phototherapy equipment $1.66
Home dialysis
$0.69
Ventilators
$1.66
Oxygen concentrators
$0.83
$1.40 for
24 hour use
Total parenteral nutrition
machine
$0.38
External heart pump
$0.05
Eligibility: Need medical equipment to
sustain life. Can be received in
conjunction with EAPA and other
rebates.

Energy Accounts Payment Assistance
(EAPA )
$50 voucher for electricity or gas (not
LPG) bills. General rule of maximum of 8
vouchers per bill and 16 vouchers per
financial year but at discretion of
Community Welfare Organisation (CWO)
which delivers the vouchers for the NSW
Government.
Eligibility: Financially disadvantaged
people in crisis or emergency situations
assessed by CWO. Number of vouchers
available per household is at the
discretion of the CWO. The CWOs do not
usually distribute enough vouchers to
cover payment for an entire bill, and
vouchers are not available for
consecutive bills.

Medical Cooling and Heating Concession
Scheme
$282.54 per annum
Eligibility: See Footnote 91. Eligibility
reviewed every two years. Must also

Electricity Life Support Concession
Scheme
$47.95 per month for oxygen
concentrators;
$32.11 per month for dialysis machines

Home Energy Emergency Assistance
Scheme
One-off payment up to $720 per annum
for a maximum of two consecutive years
Eligibility: Must be on a hardship

pump.
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Low income household rebate
$225 per annum paid in instalments
taken off each electricity bill (or $247.50
if living in retirement village, caravan or
mobile home park).
Eligibility: PCC, DVA Gold Card, HCC
Family Energy Rebate
$75 per annum (can be received in
addition to the Low Income rebate if
eligible for both)
Eligibility: Family Tax Benefit A or B
recipients

QUEENSLAND

94

Electricity Rebate
$282.54 per annum
Reticulated Natural Gas Rebate
$65.58 per annum
93
94

NSW Department of Trade and Investment: http://www.energy.nsw.gov.au/customers/rebates
Queensland Government: http://www.qld.gov.au/community/cost-of-living-support/electricity-gas-rebates/
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BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
Eligibility: seniors and pensioners only
with PCC, DVA Gold Card, Qld Seniors
Card

VICTORIA

91

LIFE SUPPORT

EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE

have an air-conditioning unit

Eligibility: PCC, Qld Seniors Card, HCC,
Health Care Interim Voucher
Must have either an oxygen
concentrator or a dialysis machine that
is supplied by Qld Health.

program or payment plan, or be a
registered concession card holder, or
have a base income no more than the
max. income rate for part rate age
pensioners.

Medical Cooling concession
17.5% off electricity bills over the period
1 November to 30 April.
Applied in addition to the Annual
Electricity Concession.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card with
qualifying medical conditions. See
Footnote 91.

Life Support Concession
Quarterly discount on electricity and/or
water bills where a household member
uses an eligible life support machine.
For electricity: the discount is equal to
the cost of 1,880 kilowatt (470 kilowatt
per quarter) hours of electricity used per
annum.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card, and
machines must use at least 1,880
kilowatt hours per annum. Approved
machines are: intermittent peritoneal
dialysis machines (electricity), oxygen
concentrators (electricity),
haemodialysis machines (electricity and
water).

Utility Relief Grant and Non-Mains
Utility Relief Grant Schemes
Maximum of $500, once only every two
years provided eligibility conditions are
met.
Available for mains utility bills, LP gas
accounts, and other non-mains energy
sources such as firewood, and heating
oil.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card. Non
concession card holders who are on a
hardship program, and whose income is
no more than the max. income rate for
receipt of the part-age pension can also
apply. All applicants must be able to
demonstrate unexpected hardship, and
either have experienced a significant
increase in usage, a recent decrease in
income, a high unexpected expense, be
paying more than 30% of household
income in rent, or facing utility costs
that are more than 10% of household
income.
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Annual Electricity Concession
17.5% off electricity bills. Not applied to
the first $171.60 of a household's annual
bill.
Controlled load electricity concession
13% off controlled load usage charges
for eligible households who are charged
a controlled load tariff for separately
metered electric hot water or slab
heating and must have a dual element
electricity meter or dual element smart
meter.
Non-mains energy concession
$44 if bill between $100 and $248.99;
$131 if bill between $243 and $729.99;
$218 if bill between $748 and $1244.99;
$311 if bill between $1245 and
$1776.99;
$398 if bill between $1777 and
$2273.99;
$484 if bill over $2274.
95

MEDICAL

Victorian Department of Human Services: http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/for-individuals/financial-support/concessions/energy
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BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
For those who use LPG, oil for domestic
energy source, or rely on a generator.

MEDICAL

91

LIFE SUPPORT

EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE

Winter energy concession
17.5% off mains gas bills for the period 1
May to 31 Oct. Not applied to the first
$62.40 of a household’s winter gas bill.
Service to property charge concession
Reduction on supply charge Applied if
the cost of electricity used is less than
the supply charge. Reduces supply
charge to same amount as cost of actual
electricity used over the billing period.
Electricity transfer fee waiver
Full fee waiver that applies when there
is a change of occupancy at a property.
Eligibility for ALL the above: PCC, HCC,
DVA Gold Card
SOUTH AUSTRALIA
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Energy Bill Concession
Up to $165 per annum. May be applied
to either electricity OR gas.
Eligibility: CSHC, HCC, DVA Gold Card,
and must not be living with anyone with
an income of over $3000 pa unless they
are a spouse/de facto/dependent or in
receipt of an allowance from Centrelink
96

Medical Heating and
Cooling concession
$165 per annum
Payable in addition to the Energy Bill
Concession.
Eligibility: Wide range of eligible
conditions (see Footnote 91). In
addition, must be PCC, DVA Gold Card,

Home Dialysis Electricity Concession
$165 per annum
Eligibility: Anyone undergoing dialysis
treatment and approved by SA Health.

Emergency Financial Aid
Up to $400 for low-income earners in
financial stress.

South Australian Government: http://www.sa.gov.au/subject/Water%2C+energy+and+environment/Energy/Energy+rebates%2C+concessions+and+incentives
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BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
or the DVA.
TASMANIA

MEDICAL
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LIFE SUPPORT

EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE

HCC, or CSHC holder.

97

Electricity rebate
Rebate of 125.71 cents per day up to
maximum of $458.84.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC.

Medical Cooling Discount
$137 per annum.
Eligibility: Those who need medical
cooling as part of their health condition.

Life support machine rebate
Oxygen concentrator: 93.17419 cents
per day
Peritoneal dialysis machine: 69.12956
cents per day
Haemo-dialysis machine: 69.12956 cents
per day
Chronic positive pressure and airways
regulator: 33.06186 cents per day
Respirator (iron lung): 123.2306 cents
per day
OXCP (oxygen concentrator/chronic
positive pressure and airways regulator:)
126.236 cents per day
Phototherapy: 175.5835 cents per day.
Eligibility: Household has a life support
machine installed.

Thermoregulatory Dysfunction Energy
Subsidy
$567 per annum paid in advance
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card; and
be certified by a treating doctor; and be

Life Support Equipment Electricity
Subsidy
Annual subsidy for life support
equipment that runs on electricity.
Ventilator (VPAP or BPAP only) $362;

Heating allowance
$56 per annum
Eligibility: PCC; single pensioner must
not have more than $1750 in cash
assets and married/de facto pensioners
must not have more than $2750.

WESTERN AUSTRALIA

98

Account Establishment Fee Rebate
$33.80
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card
Dependent Child Rebate
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Tasmanian Government: http://www.concessions.tas.gov.au/concessions/electricity_and_heating
Western Australian Department of Finance: http://www.finance.wa.gov.au/cms/content.aspx?id=359&linkidentifier=id&itemid=359
http://www.finance.wa.gov.au/cms/_print.aspx?id=14709; Western Australian Department for Child Protection and Family Support:
http://www.dcp.wa.gov.au/servicescommunity/Pages/HardshipUtilitiesGrantScheme%28HUGS%29.aspx
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Hardship Utilities Grant Scheme (HUGS)
South of 26S – Geographical area South
of Carnarvon:
Normal grant = $515.00

BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
69.28 cents per day: 1 child
87.44 cents per day: 2 children
105.60 cents per day: 3 children
123.76 cents per day: 4 children
Calculated daily and applied by reducing
amount owed for electricity.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card with
dependent children
Air-conditioning rebate
$47.07 per applicable month
Eligibility: Qualify for dependent child
rebate, PCC or C’wealth Seniors Card
and WA Seniors Card, operate an airconditioner and live in an eligible
location during Dec-Feb.
Cost of Living Assistance
$208 per annum credited to electricity
bills on a daily basis.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card, WA
Seniors Card

AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY

99

MEDICAL
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assessed as meeting one of the four
primary qualifying conditions; and be
assessed as meeting one of the three
secondary qualifying conditions.
Primary Qualifying Conditions:
Autonomic system dysfunction; loss of
skin integrity or loss of sweating
capacity; objective reduction of
physiological functioning at extremes of
environmental temperatures; or
hypersensitivity to extremes of
environmental temperature leading to
increased pain or other discomfort or an
increased risk of complications.
Secondary Qualifying Criteria: Severe
immobility; demonstrated significant
loss of autonomic regulation of
sweating, heart rate or blood pressure;
demonstrated loss of physiological
function or significant aggravation of
clinical condition at extremes of
environmental temperature.

LIFE SUPPORT
Oxygen Concentrator Standard Capacity
(adult) $691; High Capacity “New Life
Intensity” (adult) $996; Standard
Capacity (Child) $1035;
Feeding Pump $123
Suction Pump $164
Apnoea Monitor (for children only) $207
Nebuliser (for children only - used every
day for 1-2 hours per day) $40
Heart Pump $326
Machine Assisted Peritoneal Dialysis
Equipment (cycler or heater) $76
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, signed statement
from medical practitioner and eligible
equipment
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ACT Community Services Directorate: http://www.dhcs.act.gov.au/wac/concessions/energy_concession
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EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE
Exceptional Circumstances grant =
$822.00
Additional grant = $234.00
North of the 26S – Carnarvon and
geographical area North of Carnarvon:
Normal grant = $853.00
Exceptional Circumstances grant =
$1228.00
Additional grant = $390.00
Exceptional circumstances grants: For
unforeseen crisis situations in which
unexpected expenses will have severe
impact on social and emotional
wellbeing e.g. domestic violence, mental
health issues, medical treatment or
funeral costs. If already allocated the
max. normal grant and have engaged
with financial counsellors but do not
meet criteria for exceptional
circumstances within a 12 month period,
are eligible for additional grant. HUGS
will pay up to 85% of outstanding bill.
Eligibility: Assessed by utility provider
according to their hardship policy,
unable to pay current bill and at risk of
disconnection or restriction of supply or
already disconnected and experiencing
financial difficulties.

BASIC CONCESSIONS FOR THOSE ON
LOW INCOMES
Energy Concession and Utilities
Concession
Energy Concession is calculated on a
daily basis. Rates depend on season.
Maximum annual rebate amount is
$292.82.
Utility Concession provides an additional
$82.00 rebate for basic utility costs,
including water bills.
Maximum annual combined
Energy/Utility rebate is $374.82.
Summer rate for the combined
Energy/Utility rebate is 48.38 cents per
day from 1 November to 31 May, and
the Winter rate is 177.93 cents per day
from 1 June to 31 October.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC.
NORTHERN TERRITORY

MEDICAL

91

LIFE SUPPORT

EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE

Life Support Rebate
Rebate is calculated at 0.3258 cents per
day with a maximum of $121.87 per
annum.
Eligibility: Use of electrically-operated
life support equipment as prescribed by
an ACT medical practitioner necessary in
the treatment of a life-threatening
condition.
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Pensioner and Carer Concession Scheme
Daily electricity concession rate of
$1.201 and consumption concession of
0.058 per kilowatt hour.
Eligibility: PCC, HCC, DVA Gold Card,
receive C’wealth Carer’s Allowance,
women 60 years+, men 65 years+, nonpensioner war service veterans (women
55 years+, men 60 years+), low-income
superannuants.
Note: CSHC = Commonwealth Seniors Health Card; DVA = Department of Veteran Affairs; HCC = Commonwealth Health Care Card; PCC = Commonwealth Pensioner Concession Card
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Northern Territory Department of Health: http://www.health.nt.gov.au/Aged_and_Disability/Subsidies/NT_Pensioner_and_Carer_Concession_Scheme_NTPCCS/
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A report prepared for St Vincent de Paul offers an insightful analysis into the relative value of the
basic energy concession or rebate provided by the four most populous Australian States (NSW,
Victoria, Queensland and South Australia).

101

Vast differences are shown with the concession for

Victorian households valued at 16% of an annual electricity bill compared to 13% for Queenslanders,
10% for NSW households and 7% for those living in South Australia. 102
Other key conclusions of the report are: low-income South Australian households face the highest
energy bills; and, NSW rural households receive less (proportional) assistance due to higher
electricity costs than households in the other two network areas. Notwithstanding the variation in
household consumption between these four States due to climate and energy mix, these findings
starkly reinforce the fragmented nature of assistance across Australia for low-income households
experiencing energy hardship, the greater assistance provided by a percentage based concession
(particularly as the household energy bill increases), and the inequity of a flat single rate rebate
applied across network areas with different electricity charges.
In 2010, the NSW Government initiated a review of its emergency assistance scheme, the Energy
Accounts Payments Assistance (EAPA). Public submissions were called for although no final report or
recommendations have been released. Criticisms of the scheme include the delivery mechanism
being a paper-based process which militates against the less literate, its inability to keep up with
demand, the absence of measurable outcomes and inconsistent application of the guidelines by
participating Community Welfare Organisations.
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In June 2012, it was announced that the EAPA

voucher value would increase from $30 to $50 from 1 July 2013. 104
Further important aspects which influence the take-up rate of assistance to eligible households in
energy hardship concerns the knowledge of those who provide advice to these households, the
nature of the application process and the responsiveness of energy retailers to those in need.
In late 2011 the Queensland Council of Social Services (QCOSS) conducted a survey of community
sector workers to collect information about the factors contributing to electricity disconnections. The
survey findings corroborated an analysis of calls to QCOSS, by consumers and community workers, on
101

Johnston, M.M. (2013) The relative value of energy concessions: Part 1 of the Vinnies’ Concessions Projects,
25 January, Melbourne: St Vincent de Paul Society and Alviss Consulting Pty Ltd.
102
If the NSW Family Rebate is included the discount for NSW households rises to 11%.
103
For example, see: NSW Energy and Water Ombudsman (2010) Response to Department of Industry and
Investment Review of the Energy Accounts Payment Assistance (EAPA) Scheme Consultation Paper, December,
Sydney: EWON.
104
NSW Government (2012), $210 million to help NSW families pay their energy bills, Media Release, 12 June.
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energy issues over a 13-month period from February 2011. It was found that 22% of community
workers were unaware of the basic energy concessions offered by the Queensland Government. This
was also evident from this comment made by a Queensland during the organisation of the Queensland
focus groups for this study:
There is the help there but you don’t know about it. Like we only … are only gradually
finding bits and pieces out, but it’s not freely available
Despite the low level of community worker awareness of the basic energy concessions, the QCOSS
survey did find that almost two-thirds of community workers were aware of the Home Energy
Emergency Assistance Scheme (HEEAS). Nevertheless, 43% of survey respondents confirmed
anecdotal evidence that ‘often’ or ‘always’ consumers had difficulty understanding the application
process, and locating and completing the complex HEEAS application form; and, the failure of energy
retailers to advise consumers of the HEEAS because call centre staff were unaware of the scheme,
wrongly advised callers that they were ineligible, denied that application forms were available
through the company or refused to provide application forms to customers who did not hold a
concession card (despite eligibility not being limited to card holders). 105
State and Territory Government assistance to those in energy hardship is administered by energy
retailers through deductions from energy bills. Consequently they are a crucial source of information
for low-income households about available assistance including hardship payments. If information is
not accessible or readily available then obviously this will impact on take-up rates and prolong the
energy hardship experienced. The QCOSS survey found 82% of community workers reporting that
their clients were ‘often’ or ‘always’ unaware of the assistance available to them through their
energy retailer.
The Public Interest Advocacy Centre has expressed concern for some time that many people who
would be eligible for concessions are not aware of them. This was confirmed by its 2012 survey of
NSW residents with a physical disability - only 53% were aware of the Low Income Household
Rebate, 29% were aware of the Medical Energy Rebate, 28% were aware of the Life Support Rebate
and 26% were aware of the Energy Accounts Payment Assistance. 106
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Queensland Council of Social Service (2012) Energy hardship and electricity disconnections in Queensland:
Research Report, December, Brisbane: QCOSS.
106
Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) (2012) More power to you: Electricity and people with physical
disability, December, Sydney: PIAC.
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5.3

PAYMENT PLANS

A low-income household can make arrangements with its energy retail company to be placed on an
agreed payment plan which allows bill repayment in regular instalments. An energy company can
only refuse to negotiate a payment plan if the household has been on two or more plans in the
previous 12 months and not kept up with the agreed payments. The agreed instalment amount
should be based on the capacity to pay and take into account the amount of any arrears as well as
expected consumption of energy over the next 12 months.
Payment plans can help households avoid hardship. However, the available evidence indicates there
is limited use of these plans for a number of reasons. For example, less than 4% of NSW residential
customers have been on payment plans since 2007-08. 107 It was also found in 2010 that less than
half of NSW residential consumers experiencing problems paying household energy bills had
contacted their energy retailer.

108

Similarly QCOSS found that 55% of community sector workers

with clients who ‘often’ or ‘always’ had not contacted their energy retailer about their payment
difficulties. 109
Some of the barriers to preventing contact have been identified as: mobile phone costs and call
waiting times; the lack of information provided by energy retail companies; feelings of shame and
discomfort discussing financial difficulties with call centre staff; and difficulties experienced in
getting through to retailer hardship teams. 110
For those who have contacted their energy retailer seeking payment plans, many found it impossible
to negotiate an acceptable payment plan without help from a community worker and many have
encountered unrealistic expectations about how much they could pay per fortnight. QCOSS reported
that 40% of community sector workers had clients who were ‘often’ or ‘always’ offered payment
plans that did not take into account information provided to the retailer about their capacity to pay;
nearly a third said they ‘often’ or ‘always’ encountered situations where payment plans had been
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Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (2012) Customer service performance of electricity retail
suppliers 1 July 2007 - 30 June 2012, Sydney: IPART.
108
NSW Independent Regulatory and Pricing Tribunal (2010), Residential energy and water use in Sydney, the
Blue Mountains and Illawarra – Final Report, December, Sydney: IPART.
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Queensland Council of Social Services (2012), Energy hardship and electricity disconnections in Queensland,
Research Report, December, Brisbane: QCOSS.
110
NSW Independent Regulatory and Pricing Tribunal (2010), Residential energy and water use in Sydney, the
Blue Mountains and Illawarra – Final Report, December, Sydney: IPART. Queensland Council of Social Services
(2012), Energy hardship and electricity disconnections in Queensland, Research Report, December, Brisbane:
QCOSS.
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cancelled because “the client could not afford the instalments". 111 It is highly likely that difficulty in
meeting payment instalments reflects the fact that many do not arrange a payment plan until they
have considerable arrears.
These findings have been corroborated by many statements by participants in this study’s focus
groups and interviews (see particularly the discussion in Section 4.5 above).

5.4

HARDSHIP POLICIES, DISCONNECTIONS AND THE NATIONAL ENERGY
CUSTOMER FRAMEWORK

Since the commencement of this study in early 2012 the National Energy Customer Framework
(NECF) has been implemented in some Australian States and Territories.
There has been a progressive transfer of responsibilities for the regulation of energy markets from
State and Territory governments to the Commonwealth Government, and particularly the Australian
Energy Regulator (AER), since the National Electricity Market (NEM) commenced in December 1998.
The NECF is the final step towards national regulation of energy markets and represents a single
framework of protections for energy consumers enforced by the AER. Previously consumer
protections were separately administered within the jurisdictions of Queensland, NSW, Victoria,
South Australia, Tasmania and the ACT. This new national framework commenced in the ACT and
Tasmania from July 2012, in South Australia from February 2013 and in NSW from July 2013.
Queensland has conditionally agreed to implement the NECF in 2014 and Victoria has agreed in
principle although no date of commencement has been set. 112
The NECF relates to retail energy markets.
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Two roles of the AER, pertinent to the issue of low-

income households experiencing energy hardship, are [a] its reporting on energy affordability and
trends in disconnections for non-payment of energy bills, and [b] the approval of energy retail
company hardship policies. Under NECF, all energy retailers have a legal obligation to support
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Queensland Council of Social Services (2012), Energy hardship and electricity disconnections in Queensland,
Research Report, December, Brisbane: QCOSS, p. 10.
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Western Australia and the Northern Territory are not part of the NEM, as are all the other States and the
ACT, and do not propose to apply the NECF. Queensland’s agreement to implement is subject to the
agreement of the Standing Council on Energy and Resources to state-specific variations to support customers
outside of south-east Queensland (see: http://www.scer.gov.au/workstreams/energy-marketreform/national-energy-customer-framework/).
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government is responsible for retail electricity prices i.e. regulated prices. In Victoria and South Australia,
energy retailers set final end-use prices. See the discussion in Section 1.
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consumers who are experiencing financial difficulties and unable to pay their energy bills. Each
retailer must submit a customer hardship policy for AER approval which meets a minimum set of
requirements such as: identification processes for customers experiencing payment difficulties due
to hardship; flexible options for the payment of energy bills for those identified as being in hardship;
processes to identify, and notify hardship customers, of appropriate government concessions
programs and financial counselling; company programs to assist hardship customers; and, strategies
to assist customers to improve their energy efficiency. 114
The customer hardship policies of energy retail companies, covered by the NECF, are legally required
to be available on their websites. The AER has also sought to encourage retailers to provide
information about their hardship policies through welfare and community organisations.
The NECF also specifies the circumstances when a household’s energy supply can and cannot be
disconnected, and the procedure to be adopted by an energy retailer to initiate a disconnection.
Disconnection is prohibited, for example, if the household has life support equipment, or on a
hardship or payment plan, or for non-payment of less than $300 and the customer has agreed to
repay the amount. 115
Thus, the NECF provides assistance to low-income households through: the requirement for an
energy retailer to provide a ‘minimum standards’ customer hardship policy; the requirement for
proactive identification by energy retailers of households who may benefit from being on a payment
or hardship program; and specification of the circumstances and procedure for disconnection. This
should reduce the number of disconnections due to the non-payment of energy bills. It should assist
households experiencing energy hardship with better manage bill payment but the extent of this
assistance will depend upon how early a household contacts the company or is identified as being in
need of assistance. These NECF provisions will not prevent hardship per se arising from the impact of
higher household energy bills nor removal from these circumstances.

5.5

ENERGY EFFICIENCY MEASURES

Measures to improve energy efficiency are another form of assistance for low-income households
experiencing energy hardship. The majority of energy efficiency programs have tended to provide
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Australian Energy Regulator: http://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/energy-retailers-customer-hardshippolicies
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Australian Energy Regulator (2013), Retail energy market update: Current consumer issues: Notes for
caseworkers, March, Melbourne: AER.
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rebates to home-owners and have not targeted low-income households, examples being the solar
power rebates and the ill-fated Home Insulation Program. There are a few exceptions although these
measures are either: trial projects with insufficient coverage to assist the majority of low-income
households and no policy commitment for a wider roll-out; focused on education and advice which
means that a lack of financial resources to purchase energy-efficient appliances or make housing
improvements significantly limits their effectiveness; or, operate on a relatively small scale in a
particular State.
The Australian Government’s Low Income Energy Efficiency Program is intended to assist lowincome households improve their energy efficiency. Grants have been provided to organisations
such as local government bodies, welfare organisations and State Government departments to trial
approaches to improve energy efficiency through, for example: finance-assisted replacement of hot
water systems; energy education, a retrofit roll-out and installation of interactive in-home displays;
and information sessions, community consultation, energy assessment and retrofits.
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These

approaches are being targeted at pensioner and single parent homeowners, indigenous
communities, those with low literacy levels and renters.
The Australian Government also introduced, as part of the Clean Energy Package, the Home Energy
Saver Scheme (HESS) which is delivered through not-for-profit organisations that provide financial
counselling services. HESS offers one-on-one advice on ways to use less energy in the home and
information about energy bill rebates and concessions. 117
In addition, there is the longstanding Australian Government community-based No Interest Loan
Scheme (NILS) for those who hold a Health Care or Pensioner Concession Card. No interest loans, up
to $1200, are provided for essential household goods and services (e.g. refrigerator, hot water
system) to low-income households who have lived in their residence for 3-6 months and have the
capacity to repay the loan within 12 to 18 months. 118
State Government websites offer general home energy saving advice. NSW and South Australia,
however, currently provide three specific energy savings schemes directed at low-income
households.
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The NSW Home Power Savings Program is open to holders of a Health Care, Pensioner Concession or
DVA Gold Card, or rent government or community housing, or are on a hardship assistance plan with
their energy retailer. Some 193,000 households have been provided with free home energy
assessments and free installation of devices such as door and window draught-proof strips, door
snakes, energy efficient light bulbs and a stand-by saver powerboard. 119
The South Australian Government’s Residential Energy Efficiency Scheme (REES) requires energy
retailers, with more than 5000 electricity or gas residential customers in South Australia, to meet
annual targets for free energy audits and energy efficiency activities (e.g. installation of energy
efficient lightbulbs) to meet a greenhouse gas reduction target. All energy audits and 35% of energy
efficiency activities are required to be delivered to low-income households i.e. a household with a
Health Care or Pensioner Concession Card, or on an energy retailer’s hardship program customer. 120
From 2009 to 2012, more than 23,000 energy audits were undertaken for low-income households.
Notably the replacement of incandescent light bulbs eclipsed overwhelmingly any other activity to
increase household energy efficiency. Should an energy retailer fail to meet the set annual targets
by more than 10%, a financial penalty applies which is used to fund the Energy Efficiency Fund
Initiative. This program provides grants for not-for-profit organisations and “any project which
provides energy efficiency benefits will be considered eligible”.
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In 2012, a little more than

$243,000 was available for grants. By 2013, this amount had fallen to $78,000 as more energy
retailers met their targets under REES.
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6.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

There is limited understanding of the impacts and consequences for low-income households of the
substantive increases in household energy prices since mid-2007. Households are now dealing with
the cumulative impact of annual electricity price increases far in excess of general price and wage
movements. The average increase in Australian household electricity prices from 2007 to 2013 was
nearly 83% with the highest experienced by NSW households (108%) and the lowest average
increase for those living in the ACT (71%).
These averages indicate the quantum of change in electricity prices not the average increase in the
dollar value of the household energy bill which is driven by energy use. Averages also do not shed
any light on the day-to-day impacts for low-income households of rapidly escalating energy bills. Is
expenditure being foregone on other essentials in order to pay energy bills? Are high energy bills, as
found in the UK and Europe, contributing towards evidence of hardship such as inadequate
nutrition, poor physical and psychological health, and social exclusion? Are there constraints on the
ability for low-income households to change their energy use? What is the impact of housing
conditions on energy use? What is the extent of assistance available to households experiencing
difficulties paying energy bills?
This study provides a substantive evidence base of the lived experiences, well-being and lifestyle of
low-income households as a result of rapidly rising household energy bills.
The study comprised two parts. An online survey was completed by 372 respondents across
Australia during the period 1 February to 30 November 2012. Focus groups and interviews were
conducted with 130 participants in the capital city and a regional centre of the four most populous
States during October and November 2012.
Survey respondents were highly representative of the Australian population in terms of location,
income, dwelling type, and housing tenure. Focus group and interview participants were highly
representative of the poorest 20% of households which are nearly 25% of all Australian households,
the majority of which are dependent on pensions and allowances. Participants included indigenous
Australians, those from a non-English speaking background, full-time students, those with a disability
or long-term illness, sole parents, the unemployed and age pensioners.
There has been anecdotal reporting by the media, welfare agencies, community organisations and
charities of the deleterious effects of rising energy prices. The findings of this study indicate the
nature of these damaging effects for low-income households is widespread and systemic.
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Nearly all households have tried to reduce their energy use in response to rising energy bills. Many
are of the view that they have cut back as far as they could and many are bewildered that their
reduced energy use has not produced a commensurate bill reduction.
Measures generally adopted to reduce household energy use are: lights turned off in rooms not
being used; the use of compact fluorescent globes instead of incandescent globes; appliances
manually switched off at powerpoints and standby mode switched off; heating and cooling limited to
days of extremely high or low temperatures; the use of hot water limited to showers and washing
clothes; limits placed on television viewing and the use of ovens or stovetops for cooking; and,
washing machines and dishwashers only turned on when full.
These shifts in behaviour have been driven primarily by higher electricity prices although 36% of
survey respondents reduced home energy use because of ‘better practical information’.
Many households have switched energy companies to reduce energy bills generally in response to
door-knock selling but to little avail. The study received a considerable number of unsolicited
complaints about retail marketing practices which are generally viewed as deceptive and pushy that
prey on ignorance, fear and desperation. Some households also feel ‘trapped’ with their energy
supplier because of the amount of arrears which they owe.
Those with the lowest incomes have more barriers preventing lower household energy use than
those with relatively higher income levels. Predominant barriers to reducing energy consumption
are being unable to afford energy saving appliances or household repairs/improvements (which is
most problematic for renters), the need for health-related use of heating and cooling and life
support equipment, and the presence of children. Households are loathe to cut heating or cooling
too much in case it affects the health of children or exacerbates existing health vulnerabilities.
Consistent with past studies, it was found that household energy expenditure as a proportion of
disposable income is much higher for poorer households and declines as income rises. The findings
also show the acute differential between the poorest and wealthiest households.
Overall, living in older housing, located outside a capital city, unable to afford energy efficient
appliances and/or housing repairs, being a renter, using energy for heating, no insulation and the
need to use medical equipment, are all characteristics that will lead to comparatively higher
household energy bills. On the other hand, insulation and solar panels, the absence of children in the
household and energy saving household behaviours, are all drivers of comparatively lower energy
bills.
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The awareness of energy efficiency measures is strong. On the contrary, there is a surprisingly very
low awareness of the assistance provided for households experiencing bill payment difficulties
through State Governments hardship payments as well as payment plans with energy companies.
Those households using instalment or hardship plans generally consider the payments are
unaffordable being set too high by their energy company and not reflecting their capacity to pay.
Current policy measures assisting households with energy bills are generally reactive and
fragmented across States. More subtly, these policy measures shift the problem to one of poor
financial management and individual (lack of) responsibility. Concessions, rebates and social tariffs
aim to limit the impact of energy prices. This is the dominant policy measure across Australia and is
generally an absolute amount (lump sum) rather than a proportion of a household energy bill as is
the case only in Victoria. Australian Government eligibility criteria for income support payments and
concession cards are also overwhelmingly used to determine eligibility.
At least 2.3 million low-income households are regularly receiving some form of State Government
concession or rebate on their electricity bill. Yet the rate of electricity disconnections for the nonpayment of bills is rising. All States record a higher proportion of residential consumers being
disconnected in 2011-12 compared to 2007-08. The trend evidenced by the disconnection data
strongly points to the increasing ineffectiveness of current measures to assist the payment of energy
bills.
Access to assistance measures requires self-identification and hence the need for information. Many
eligible households are ignorant of assistance programs because they do not have internet access
where information is most commonly provided, mobile phone costs and call waiting times prohibit
them making contact with an energy supplier, or communication difficulties are experienced when
contact is made which leads to frustration and an unwillingness by the household to spend further
time trying to engage with their energy company. The majority of the poorest Australian households,
about 1.5 million, do not have access to the internet and use pre-paid mobiles, the calls from which
can be quite expensive if placed in a call-waiting queue. Consequently the lack of awareness about
assistance is not be surprising but does starkly illustrate the need for government and energy
suppliers to provide information about assistance in a more accessible form for the poorest
households.
About 75% of focus group and interview participants nominated food as the expenditure which they
had cut back in order to pay higher household energy bills. For many this was the only expenditure
item they could cut and noticeable changes in diet were reported as a result such as no protein or

123

less fruit and vegetables. Some parents report sacrificing their own nutrition or going hungry so that
their children are fed.
The most commonly mentioned restriction as a result of reallocating expenditure to pay energy bills
was social participation such as a having a coffee with friends. Parents mention doing everything
they could to avoid cutting their child’s participation in school-related activities, sport or hobbies.
Children’s health is also a priority for parents but general practitioner visits have been cut by some if
bulk billing is not available. Deliberate delays in filling medical prescriptions or selling possessions to
fund the payment of energy bills are other actions taken.
Using only one room, shorter (or occasionally, no) showers, watching less television, rarely having
friends or extended family at home to avoid using cooking appliances and/or the room temperature
being uncomfortable, never or rarely leaving home, going to bed fully clothed (or early) to avoid the
use of heating, families using a common sleeping room when cold – these are some of the
‘strategies’ that low-income Australian households are using to ‘manage’ their energy use as they
endeavour to control the size of bills. These actions are far more extreme than the commonly
promulgated measures to improve household energy efficiency.
As a result of cutting expenditure on essentials such as food and reallocating expenditure on other
items to be able to pay energy bills, and making relatively severe changes in household practices to
reduce the size of energy bills, these households are suffering physical discomfort, reduced physical
and mental well-being, loneliness and social isolation, strains within household relationships, and
distress about the social and emotional well-being of children. Anger, frustration, anxiety and
despair are some of the emotions which these households are experiencing as they struggle with
managing energy use and paying household energy bills.
The well-being, health and lifestyle of low-income Australian households are suffering from the
cumulative effects of ever-increasing electricity bills over a sustained period of many years which has
compounded the circumstances of these vulnerable households.
Overall, the study’s findings pose a number of critical issues for government and policymakers.
First, there is strong evidence of the inability of low-income households to become more energy
efficient. Action and effort to reduce household energy use is widespread but has been highly
concentrated on low-cost practices like the installation of low-energy light bulbs. More expensive
actions such as roof repairs, the installation of solar panels, or the purchase of new energy-efficient
appliances are not options for those with limited incomes. This means the scope for further – and
substantive – improvements in the energy efficiency of these households, and improvements
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dependent on individual actions, is highly constrained. Moreover, low-income households face a
greater number of barriers to energy use reduction such as being renters, unable to afford energy
saving appliances and the need to use heating or cooling for medical or life support equipment.
Consequently, proposals to manage energy use through the use of smart meters and time-of-use
pricing will not be able to provide low-income households with the same benefits as more wealthy
households. More minor changes to household energy behaviours will also not result in sufficiently
significant changes to be reflected in household energy bills and will undoubtedly aggravate already
diminished levels of health and well-being.
These are also the very reasons that explain the (non)responsiveness of low-income household
energy demand to price increases. Further price increases will not lead to the reduction in demand
expected because of the multiple barriers to energy use reduction faced by these households.
Third, there is a problematic relationship between low-income households and energy retailers. This
relationship is framed by the high reliance of companies on providing customer information on
websites, the use of 1300 or 1800 numbers for customers to make telephone contact, the
experience encountered when endeavouring to discuss payment difficulties or arrange a payment
plan, and marketing practices such as door-knock selling. Nearly 1.5 million low-income households
do not have home internet access and so cannot readily access information about programs
intended to assist them such as payment plans or government rebate schemes. Alternative provision
of information in a more easily accessible form is required for those without an internet connection
as well as to community, welfare and emergency provider agencies that work closely with lowincome households who may be experiencing energy hardship.
There is the related issue of a consumer’s cognitive, negotiation and communication skills when
engaging with their energy supplier which may lead to feelings of disempowerment or being coerced
into an outcome more preferable to the company than the consumer. The new National Energy
Customer Framework (NECF) requires a more proactive approach by energy retailers to identify and
assist those likely to experience energy hardship although the extent to which this will translate to
an improved consumer experience is as yet unknown given that the Framework has not commenced
in all States at this time. The cessation of door-knock selling by some energy companies partly
addresses this issue by reducing the possibility of intimidation and pressure to sign a market contract
without a full understanding of the obligations.
Low-income households also have a high reliance on pre-paid mobile phones to manage their
telecommunication costs. From 1 January 2015 calls from mobile phones to an 1800 number will be
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free and to 1300 numbers will be charged at no more than the rate of a local call from a fixed line
telephone. In the meantime, call costs to energy companies pose a significant barrier to contact and
obtaining information about programs to assist with the payment of energy bills and/or when
payment difficulties are experienced.
A further critical policy issue is the purpose of assistance for low-income households with the
payment of energy bills. Current assistance, primarily provided by State and Territory Governments
through rebates, concessions and temporary financial assistance measures, is reactive. Assistance is
directed at the bill which is really the end-point of household energy use and will only apply in a
particular set of circumstances, that is, if eligibility criteria are met. In some cases, this may mean the
assistance is limited to a one-off payment.
Concessions, rebates and financial payments, the monetary value of which varies considerably
across all States and Territories, are not directed at the drivers of a household’s energy demand. The
capacity of a household to minimise its energy use is driven by the energy efficiency of housing, the
size, composition and daily activities of the household, medical needs for heating or cooling, life
support equipment or other special needs and thus the household’s capacity to reduce its energy
demand. Consequently this reactive form of assistance does not help low-income households
manage their energy use to achieve the maximum possible energy efficiency level for the
household’s circumstances.
Payment plans and hardship policies are further types of assistance for households experiencing
energy hardship which have emerged more recently. Under the new, and partially implemented,
National Energy Customer Framework energy retailers are required to implement customer hardship
programs which are generally framed around payment arrangements for energy bills owing, or for
ongoing use, and the avoidance of disconnection. Like financial assistance, these payment plans are
a reactive measure in that they are initiated when a household has reached a particular point of
energy hardship commonly denoted by difficulties paying bills and the increasing possibility of being
disconnected.
Measures for widespread, long-term improvements to the energy efficiency of housing address a key
driver of energy use. Such measures for housing occupied by low-income households are nonexistent. Policy measures to improve energy efficiency, and accessible by low-income households,
are relatively limited in scale compared to energy bill assistance and focus on changing household
behavioural practices not housing conditions to reduce energy use.
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Overall the current suite of policy measures assisting households who are experiencing difficulties
with the payment of energy bills is very reactive and fragmented. Consequently the effectiveness of
these measures to reduce or ameliorate energy hardship is questionable.
There is no reliable data collection and reporting of take-up rates for any of the above assistance
measures across all States and Territories, the extent to which eligible households are ‘captured’ by
these forms of assistance.
This study estimates that at least 2.3 million low-income households are regularly receiving some
form of rebate or concession for their electricity bill. Australian Government eligibility criteria for
concession cards are generally used to determine eligibility for this assistance. In 2011-12 there were
some 5.7 million Pensioner, Heath Care and DVA Gold Care Card Holders.
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There is no data to

determine the extent to which eligible card holders are receiving energy bill assistance but it is clear
that not all eligible households are receiving assistance. It has been reported that less than 20% of
eligible NSW families applied for the Family Energy Rebate in 2012-13.
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This study also found

many low-income households, along with welfare and community sector workers, to be unaware of
the forms of available assistance. Even assuming two eligible card holders per household, there
could be more than 1 million low-income households not receiving energy bill assistance for which
they are eligible.
There have been many calls for a nationally consistent framework for energy bill concessions.
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Yet there is limited understanding of the effectiveness of the current rebates and concessions. As
stated earlier, the increasing rate of residential electricity disconnections is one signal of the
increasing ineffectiveness of energy bill assistance measures for those low-income households who
are recipients – assuming the objective of these assistance measures is to help make bill payment
easier and avoid disconnection. Johnston’s study showed the relative value of energy concessions in
2012 across the four most populous States.
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But to understand ‘effectiveness’ more

comprehensively requires a systematic evaluation designed around a series of questions and one
that will display trends over time.
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A preliminary framework of questions to understand whether energy bill assistance programs are
achieving their objectives could be:
[1]

What are the program objectives for each type of energy bill assistance provided by each
State and Territory Government?

[2]

What is the number of households eligible to receive the energy bill assistance provided by
each State and Territory Government for each of the last 10 years?

[3]

What is the number of households actually receiving each type of energy bill assistance
provided by each State and Territory Government for each of the last 10 years?

[4]

What is the method of delivery of each type of energy bill assistance provided by each State
and Territory Government? Have any changes occurred during the last 10 years?

[5]

What has been the dollar amount of each type of energy bill assistance for each of the last
10 years?

[6]

What have been the annual income thresholds for Australian Government Pensioner, Health
Care and DVA Gold Card Holders for each of the last 10 years?

[7]

What is the estimated average annual household electricity bill over each of the last 10
years?

[8]

What is the estimated annual household electricity consumption over each of the last 10
years?

[9]

What has been the total cost of each type of energy bill assistance provided by each State
and Territory Government for each of the last 10 years?

[10]

What has been the cost of resourcing delivery of each type of assistance by each State and
Territory for each of the last 10 years?

The first point to make about this ‘analytic grid’ is the data required to answer the questions. Data
collected over the last 10 years will show trends in eligible households and the difference in
numbers of recipient households which can be compared against method of program delivery and
annual electricity price increases. The dollar amount of each type of assistance will allow calculation
of its nominal and real contribution to available income to meet energy bills which can be compared
against estimated annual electricity consumption and bills. The total cost of each type of energy bill
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assistance and the resourcing cost to deliver each can be compared against the actual number of
recipients to gain insight into the cost-effectiveness of each measure.
Each State and Territory Government should have the data to answer questions [1], [3], [4], [5], [9]
and [10]. Data to answer questions [2] and [6] should be available from the Australian Government
Departments of Human Services and Social Services. Data to answer questions [7] and [8] should be
available from State and Territory Government regulators responsible for setting electricity prices
and monitoring the performance of electricity retail companies.
This ‘analytical grid’ of questions could also be applied to energy efficiency programs that have been
progressively implemented in more recent years.
An evaluation of current policy measures is, by its nature, backward looking. It should show how well
program objectives have been met, actual versus intended coverage, the most effective delivery
form in terms of coverage and cost, and an indication of the contribution which assistance has made
over time to meeting the payment of annual energy bills for low-income households.
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Such an

evaluation is also a fundamental preparatory step to the development of a nationally consistent
framework of household energy concessions and an appropriate level of concessions. Nevertheless,
the evaluation is only dealing with current reactive policy measures and not providing preventative
or remedial policies; preventative in the sense that low-households are ‘prevented’ from falling into
energy hardship and remedial in the sense that households are ‘removed’ from energy hardship.
Energy hardship is caused by a conjunction of factors – low income, energy prices, the condition of
housing, the capacity to adopt different household practices to manage energy use given its size,
composition and needs. Not all low-income households will be subject to the same housing
conditions and there will be considerable variability in household capacities to manage their energy
use. Given the current extent of energy hardship, as evidenced by this study, there is a high need for
reactive policies – and undoubtedly an improved level of assistance - to continue until preventative
and remedial policies are implemented and successively operated for some years. Thus the
threshold question for government and policymakers is whether there is the political will to directly
address and eliminate energy hardship or whether the only form of assistance will remain reactive.
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With respect to the latter point, this would extend back over ten years as well as to all Australian States and
Territories the insightful analysis of Johnston, M.M. (2013) The relative value of energy concessions: Part 1 of
the Vinnies’ Concessions Projects, 25 January, Melbourne: St Vincent de Paul Society and Alviss Consulting Pty
Ltd.
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
1. INTRODUCTION
Thank you in advance for participating in this important survey. It will provide new information about household energy
use and the impact of increasing electricity and gas prices on your standard of living.
You should be able to complete the questionnaire within 1520 minutes.
Each question requires an answer.
If you wish to provide additional comments about issues you think we should have covered, please do so in the box
provided at the end of the survey. We welcome your comments.
There are two questions about the amount paid for each of your last four (4) electricity and gas bills. You may find it
easier to have these with you before you start the survey.
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE:
Submission of the completed survey will constitute your consent to participate. Your participation is completely
voluntary.
CONFIDENTIALITY:
Your responses to all questions are totally confidential. They can only be accessed by the researchers.
PRIZE DRAW:
Survey respondents are eligible to enter a prize draw for a $50 voucher at a major supermarket. There are 100
vouchers to be won.

1. Would you like to enter the prize draw for a $50 supermarket voucher?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
If you answered 'YES', please enter your postal address below.

5

6

2. Please enter today's date
DD
Date

MM
/

YYYY
/
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
2. PART A: Your household
First, we would like to know a little about your household.

3. What is the postcode of where you live?
4. How would you best describe the area in which you live?
j 1. Surburbs of a major city.
k
l
m
n
j 2. Inner city neighbourhood of a major city.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Country town.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Semirural.
k
l
m
n
j 5. Isolated farm.
k
l
m
n

5. How many people aged 18 years or more live in your household?
j 1. One.
k
l
m
n
j 2. Two.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Three.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Four or more.
k
l
m
n

6. How many children aged 518 years live in your household?
j 1. None.
k
l
m
n
j 2. One.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Two.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Three.
k
l
m
n
j 5. Four or more.
k
l
m
n

7. How many children aged under 5 years live in your household?
j 1. None.
k
l
m
n
j 2. One.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Two.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Three.
k
l
m
n
j 5. Four or more.
k
l
m
n
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
8. Please state the number of persons over 18 in your household who have the
following as their main daily activity.
1 person

2 persons

3+ persons

1. Employed fulltime.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Employed part

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Looking for a job.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

4. Unable to work due to

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

5. Student.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

6. Retired.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

7. Homemaker

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

8. Carer

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

time/casual.

disability.

9. What is the TOTAL income (AFTER TAX) of your household EACH week? Please
include the income of all household members in your estimate.
j 1. Less than $399.
k
l
m
n
j 2. $400  $699.
k
l
m
n
j 3. $700  $999.
k
l
m
n
j 4. $1000  $1299.
k
l
m
n
j 5. $1300  $1599.
k
l
m
n
j 6. $1600  $1999.
k
l
m
n
j 7. More than $2000.
k
l
m
n

10. What is the main source of your household income?
j 1. Wages/salary
k
l
m
n
j 2. Superannuation
k
l
m
n
j 3. Government pension or allowance
k
l
m
n

11. If the main source of your household income is a government pension or allowance,
is this?
j Age pension.
k
l
m
n
j Disability and carer payments.
k
l
m
n
j Unemployment and study benefits.
k
l
m
n
j Family support payments.
k
l
m
n
j Other payments.
k
l
m
n
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
3. PART B: Your housing
Now, we would like to know some information about your housing.

12. Is your home?
j 1. A separate house.
k
l
m
n
j 2. A semidetached/terrace house.
k
l
m
n
j 3. A flat/unit/apartment.
k
l
m
n
j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n

13. How many rooms are there in your home? (Please INCLUDE kitchens, living, dining,
family and lounge rooms in OTHER rooms and EXCLUDE bathrooms and laundries)
Number of BEDROOMS

Number of OTHER rooms

1. One

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Two

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Three

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

4. Four

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

5. Five

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

6. Six

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

7. Seven

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

8. Eight

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

9. Nine

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

10. Ten or more

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

14. How long ago was your home built?
j 1. Less than 5 years ago.
k
l
m
n
j 2. Between 5 and 15 years ago.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Between 16 and 30 years ago.
k
l
m
n
j 4. More than 30 years ago.
k
l
m
n
j 5. Don't know.
k
l
m
n

15. What is your home primarily made from?
j 1. Brick
k
l
m
n
j 2. Timber
k
l
m
n
j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
16. Does your home have insulation?
Yes.

No.

Don't know.

1. Roof/ceiling.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Walls.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Other (please specify)

5
6

17. Does your house have any of the following?
Yes

No

1. Damp/mould.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Draughts.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Poor ventilation.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

4. A leaky roof.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

5. Broken windows.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

6. Not all windows have

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

blinds or curtains.
7. Main rooms do not get
much natural light.
8. None of the above.

18. Do you own or rent your home?
j 1. Outright Homeowner (no mortgage).
k
l
m
n
j 2. Homeowner with a mortgage.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Renter (private rental market).
k
l
m
n
j 4. Renter (public or community housing).
k
l
m
n
j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
4. PART C: Your household energy use
This group of questions is about your household energy use.

19. Which of the following do you use at home? You may choose more than one
answer.
c 1. Mains electricity.
d
e
f
g
c 2. Mains gas.
d
e
f
g
c 3. LPG/bottled gas.
d
e
f
g
c 4. Solar (for electricity and/or hot water).
d
e
f
g
c 5. Oil.
d
e
f
g
c 6. Wood.
d
e
f
g
Other (please specify)

20. How many of the following appliances are used in your home?
None

One

Two

Three or more

1. Refrigerator.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Washing machine.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Clothes dryer.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

4. Dishwasher.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

5. Separate freezer.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

6. Microwave.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

7. Computer.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

8. Television.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

9. Airconditioning (split

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

system, set in wall/window,
ducted, or portable).

21. Do you use energy in your home for heating?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
22. Are you able to adequately heat your home?
j 1. Yes, very well.
k
l
m
n
j 2. Reasonably well.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Some of the time
k
l
m
n
j 4. Poorly.
k
l
m
n
j 5. No, not at all.
k
l
m
n
Would you like to make any comments about heating your home?

5

6

23. Do you use energy in your home for cooling?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n

24. Are you able to adequately cool your home?
j 1. Yes, very well.
k
l
m
n
j 2. Reasonably well.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Some of the time.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Poorly.
k
l
m
n
j 5. No, not at all.
k
l
m
n
Would you like to make any comments about cooling your home?

5

6

25. Have you tried to reduce your energy use at home?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
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26. How often would you do the following each day?
1. Turn off lights when

Never

Sometimes

Often

Always

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

leaving a room.
2. Turn off heating/cooling
to limit energy use.
Other
3. Only turn on washing
machine/dishwasher with a
full load.
4. Turn off appliances at
the powerpoint when not
in use.
5. Switch off standby
mode of appliances.
6. Use major appliances
(such as washing machine)
in offpeak periods.
Would you like to make any comments about these household practices?

5

6

27. Have you installed any of the following over the last five years in your home?
Yes

No

Already installed

Not possible

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Lowenergy light bulbs.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Roof/ceiling insulation.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

4. Wall insulation.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

5. Solar panels (for

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

1. Energyefficiencyrated
appliances.

electricity and/or hot
water).
Other (please specify)

5
6
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HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE AND AFFORDABILITY SURVEY
28. What has led you (or would cause you) to reduce energy use at home? You may
choose more than one answer.
c 1. A change in housing (e.g. moving to a smaller house).
d
e
f
g
c 2. Better practical information to help reduce energy use.
d
e
f
g
c 3. Having someone come to my home to provide advice about what I could do.
d
e
f
g
c 4. Less household income.
d
e
f
g
c 5. Higher electricity prices.
d
e
f
g
c 6. Higher gas prices.
d
e
f
g
c 7. Impact on the environment from energy use.
d
e
f
g
c 8. More affordable energyefficient appliances.
d
e
f
g
c 9. Nothing/don't want to reduce energy use.
d
e
f
g
Other (please specify)

5
6

29. Are there reasons why you cannot reduce your energy use at home? You may
choose more than one answer.
c 1. Can't afford new energy efficient appliances.
d
e
f
g
c 2. Children.
d
e
f
g
c 3. Can't afford repairs to make my home warmer or cooler.
d
e
f
g
c 4. Need to use medical equipment.
d
e
f
g
c 5. Need to use heating or cooling for medical reasons.
d
e
f
g
c 6. I rent my home.
d
e
f
g
c 7. No reasons.
d
e
f
g
Other (please specify)

5
6
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5. PART D: Your household energy bills
This group of questions is about your household energy bills. You may receive separate bills for electricity and gas, a
bill that is for both gas and electricity (a dual fuel bill)or only an electricity bill. There is a question about the amount
paid for each of your last four bills. You may find it easier to have these with you before you start these questions.

30. How often do you receive your household energy bills?
Monthly

Quarterly

Don't receive

Other

1. Electricity.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Gas.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Dual fuel bill.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Other (please specify)

5
6

31. What was the amount paid for EACH of your last FOUR electricity bills? If you can't
remember or don't know, please estimate the approximate amount or write 'Don't
know'.
1. Most recent bill.
2. Bill before the most
recent.
3. Bill before the second
most recent.
4. Bill before the third most
recent.
Don't receive an electricity
bill.

32. What was the amount paid for EACH of your last FOUR gas bills? If you can't
remember or don't know, please estimate the approximate amount or write 'Don't
know'.
1. Most recent bill.
2. Bill before the most
recent.
3. Bill before the second
most recent.
4. Bill before the third most
recent.
Don't receive a gas bill.
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33. What was the amount paid for EACH of your last FOUR dual fuel bills? If you can't
remember or don't know, please estimate the approximate amount or write 'Don't
know'.
1. Most recent bill.
2. Bill before the most
recent.
3. Bill before the second
most recent.
4. Bill before the third most
recent.
Don't receive a dual fuel
bill.

34. Do you use any of the following to pay your household energy bills?
Electricity bill

Gas bill

Dual fuel bill

Direct debit.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Prepayment.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Centrepay.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Arrangements with my

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

energy company.
None of the above.
Other (please specify)

5

6

35. Does your home have an electricity 'smart meter'?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Don't know.
k
l
m
n
Would you like to make any comments about smart meters?

5

6
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36. Does the electricity price paid by your household vary according to the time of day?
This means that your household may pay a lower offpeak price (e.g. after 10.00 pm and
before 6.00 am) and a higher price at other times.
Hot water

Other uses

1. Yes.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. No.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Don't know.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

37. Do you try to run appliances (like washing machines) at times when you know the
electricity price is cheaper?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Don't have different prices at different times of the day and night.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Can't.
k
l
m
n
If you answered 'can't', could you provide some detail please.

5

6

38. Do you buy 'green' energy from your electricity company?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Don't know.
k
l
m
n
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39. Have you changed electricity companies in the last 3 years?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Don't know.
k
l
m
n
What are the reasons why you have changed or not changed electricity company?

5

6

40. Do you receive a pensioner or other concession on your electricity or gas bills?
j 1. Yes.
k
l
m
n
j 2. No.
k
l
m
n

41. Have you experienced any difficulty paying your household energy bills in the last 2
years?
Electricity bill

Gas bill

Dual fuel bill

1. Always.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

2. Sometimes.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

3. Rarely.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

4. Never.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

5. Not applicable.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n
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42. Has the electicity or gas at home ever been disconnected because you were unable
to pay the bill on time in the last 2 years?
j 1. Never.
k
l
m
n
j 2. Once.
k
l
m
n
j 3. More than once.
k
l
m
n
If you have experienced a disconnection, are there any comments that you would like to make?

5

6

43. In the last 2 years, have you ever sought assistance with the payment of your
energy bills from?
j 1. A government program.
k
l
m
n
j 2. A charitable organisation.
k
l
m
n
j 3. Your electricity company.
k
l
m
n
j 4. Family or friends.
k
l
m
n
j 5. Payday lender.
k
l
m
n
j 6. Have not sought assistance.
k
l
m
n
j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n
5
6
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44. To pay your energy bills, has this meant you have been unable to afford any of
these essentials?
Not applicable

Never

Sometimes

Often

Always

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

7. Public transport.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

8. Celebrations with family

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

12. Home insurance.

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

13. Car repairs and

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

1. A substantial daily
meal.
2. Medicines prescribed by
a doctor.
3. Medical treatment, if
needed.
4. Dental treatment, if
needed.
5. Eye tests or new
prescription glasses, if
needed.
6. New clothing (including
shoes).

or friends.
9. Children's outings or
school excursions.
10. School books and
uniforms.
11. Repairs to a leaky roof
or gutters.

insurance.
Other (please specifiy).

5

6
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6. CONCLUSION
45. Would you like to make any other comments about your household energy use or
energy bills?
5

6

46. If you would like to receive a short summary of the results of this survey, please
complete ONE of the following:
Your email address:
Your postal address:
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A STUDY OF THE IMPACTS FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS OF
RISING ENERGY PRICES
PHASE 1: SURVEY OF LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLD ENERGY USE
AND AFFORDABILITY

Overview
This survey is part of a larger research project being undertaken by Dr Lynne Chester, a
researcher at The University of Sydney.
The project is investigating the impacts for low-income households from paying higher
energy bills. Why? There is no Australian research which presents a comprehensive
picture of the pressures and circumstances of low-income households following the
substantial increases in electricity and gas prices in recent years.
The findings of this project can be used to develop policies to improve the circumstances
of low-income Australian households.

This Survey
This survey will examine the circumstances of low-income households with rising energy
bills, the amount of income needed to pay energy bills, and the relationship between
energy use and housing conditions.
The survey’s questions seek information about:
 the characteristics of your household (such as where you live, how many people, how
many children);
 the size and type of your housing (such as how many rooms, what is your home made
from);
 your household energy use (such as household appliances, if you are able to reduce
energy use); and
 your energy bills and their impact (such as the cost, any payment difficulties, the impact
on spending for other essentials).

We would like your help
We need to understand your current household pressures and circumstances, and
whether your increasing energy bills are having an impact on you and your family.
Your responses will help us to do this.
You will find the survey at: www.householdenergyuse.com
Household energy use and affordability study: Phase 1
Version 3: 15.12.2011

APPENDIX C: ONLINE SURVEY PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT

150

Department of Political Economy
School of Social and Political Sciences
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

ABN 15 211 513 464

Dr Lynne Chester
Chief Investigator

Room 451
Merewether Building (H04)
The University of Sydney
NSW 2006 AUSTRALIA
Telephone: +61 2 9351 5044
Facsim ile: +61 2 9351 8596
Email: lynne.chester@sydney.edu.au
Web: http://www.sydney.edu.au/

THE IMPACTS FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS OF RISING ENERGY PRICES
Phase 1: Household energy use and affordability
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT

(1)

What is the study about?
Australian household energy use has increased substantially in the last decade and electricity prices
have risen rapidly in recent years. Further sizeable increases in energy prices are forecast. At present,
there is limited understanding of the impacts for low-income households of rising electricity prices. The
media has reported cases of hardship providing a snapshot of difficulties being experienced. Energy
ombudsmen reports indicate an escalation in household complaints and disconnections. But we do not
have a coherent understanding of the consequences of significantly higher energy bills on those
households with low incomes. This study will investigate the impacts for low-income households of
higher energy bills and will be conducted in two phases. Phase 1 is an online survey to investigate the
relationship between energy use and housing conditions, the amount of income needed to pay energy
bills and the circumstances of households with rising energy bills. Phase 2 will conduct interviews with
households about their well-being, health and lifestyle. The commencement of Phase 2 will depend on
the findings from Phase 1.

(2)

Who is carrying out the study?
The study is being conducted by Dr Lynne Chester of The University of Sydney.

(3)

What does the study involve?
This phase of the study involves participants completing an online survey which seeks information
about their household characteristics, housing, energy use and energy bills.
There are no risks associated with this study. Participant confidentiality is assured.

(4)

How much time will the study take?
The online survey will take about 15-20 minutes to complete.

(5)

Can I withdraw from the study?
Participating in the online survey is completely voluntary. You are not under any obligation to consent
and - if you do consent - you can withdraw at any time.

Household energy use and affordability study: Phase 1
Version 3: 1512.2011

Page 1 of 2

Submitting a completed online survey is an indication of your consent to participate in the study. You
can withdraw any time prior to submitting your completed online survey.

(6)

Will anyone else know the results?
All aspects of the study, including results, will be strictly confidential and only the researcher will have
access to the information provided by participants. A report of the study may be submitted for
publication, but individual participants will not be identifiable in such a report. All data will be published
in aggregate form.

(7)

Will the study benefit me?
We cannot and do not guarantee or promise that you will receive any benefits from the study. The
study has the strong support of many community, charitable and welfare sector organisations. The
findings of the study will be of central value to their work and advocacy. The findings will also be written
up for publication and used to make submissions to government.
All survey participants are eligible to enter a prize draw for a $50 voucher redeemable at a major
supermarket. There are 100 vouchers to be won.

(8)

Can I tell other people about the study?
You are welcome to tell other persons about the study. The online survey will include a box that you
can tick if you would like to receive feedback about the study and its findings.

(9)

What if I require further information about the study or my involvement in it?
When you have read this information, Dr Chester will answer any questions you may have. If you
would like to know more at any stage, please feel free to contact Dr Chester at
lynne.chester@sydney.edu.au.

(10)

What if I have a complaint or any concerns?
Any person with concerns or complaints about the conduct of a research study can contact The
Manager, Human Ethics Administration, University of Sydney on +61 2 8627 8176 (Telephone); +61 2
8627 8177 (Facsimile) or ro.humanethics@sydney.edu.au (Email).

This information sheet is for you to keep

Household energy use and affordability study: Phase 1
Version 3: 15.12.2011
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FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW TOPICS and QUESTIONS

Ability to pay energy bills
1. Electricity and gas prices have increased markedly, in recent years. Does paying electricity or gas
bills ever pose a problem for you?
2. If so, how often is paying energy bills a problem? (For example, occasionally if other unexpected
expenses crop up? Or seasonally - for example, only in the colder months or hotter months? Or
is paying energy bills always difficult?)

Assistance to help pay energy bills
3. What forms of assistance does your energy company provide if you are having trouble paying a
bill?
4. Are you aware of any other forms of assistance for households like yours who are having trouble
paying energy bills? Who provides it? What kind of help is offered? Is it enough, in your view?
What other forms of assistance do you think that people having trouble paying energy bills need
that is not available at present?

Energy usage
5. Has the amount of electricity or gas you use changed in response to rising energy bills? If so,
how? Have you cutback on the use of particular appliances, for example?
6. Are there any features of the house or flat in which you live that you think might make it hard to
reduce your energy use – for example, built-in appliances in your home, or poor insulation,
draughts, or lack of blinds and curtains, etc?
7. Are there any other factors that affect the amount of electricity or gas you use – for example,
health issues, or medical appliances? Children and their activities?
8. Do you know of any government or other programs to help you decrease energy use or increase
energy efficiency? Have you been able to get help through these programs? Has it made a
difference? Is there anything that might help you to reduce the amount of energy you have to
use at home, if it was available, or affordable?

Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices: Phase 2
Version 1: 03/08/2012

Impact on household expenditure, daily life and well-being
9. How does difficulty in paying energy bills affect you and your household?
10. Have you cut back on any other items of expenditure in order to pay your energy bills? If so,
what kinds of things have you cut back on? What have you cut back on most?
11. If you have cut back on other types of expenditure in order to pay energy bills, does this affect
your daily life and activities, or those of other members of your family/household? In other
words, does it affect what you are able to do? If so, how?
12. If you have cut back on other expenses in order to pay energy bills, does this affect your physical
and mental well-being, or that of other members of your family/household? If so, how? In other
words, how does it affect how you or your family/household feel, health-wise, or emotionally?
13. Have you ever been disconnected from electricity or gas because you were unable to pay your
bill? If so, what have you done to get re-connected and how has this affected you or your
family/household?
14. Do you think your standard of living has changed because of the need to spend more of your
income on higher energy bills?
15. How do you view the affordability of your energy bills compared to your other household
expenditures?

Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices: Phase 2
Version 1: 03/08/2012
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A STUDY OF THE IMPACTS
FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS
OF RISING ENERGY PRICES

How do you manage to pay your energy bills?
Would you like to tell us?
We are interviewing low-income households
and holding group discussions.
Please ask at the front counter for further
information.

APPENDIX F: FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW 1-PAGE INFORMATION SHEET
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A STUDY OF THE IMPACTS FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS OF
RISING ENERGY PRICES

PHASE 2: INTERVIEWS AND GROUP DISCUSSIONS ABOUT THE
IMPACTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF HIGHER ENERGY PRICES

Overview
Interviews and group discussions with low-income households are being conducted
as part of a larger research project being undertaken by Dr Lynne Chester of the
University of Sydney with the assistance of Dr Fiona Taylor.
The project is investigating the impacts for low-income households from paying
higher energy bills. Why? There is no Australian research which presents a coherent
picture of the circumstances of low-income households following the substantial
increases in electricity and gas prices in recent years.
The findings of this project can be used to develop policies to improve the
circumstances of low-income Australian households.

Interviews and group discussions with people like you
The interviews and group discussions will each take about an hour. They will ask
questions to understand the current pressures and circumstances of low-income
households such as:
 How have you managed to pay higher energy bills?
 Have you sought any assistance to help pay energy bills?
 Are there household items you do not buy so that you can pay energy bills?
 Has your daily life been affected by rising energy bills? Have other household
members been affected?
 Do you think your standard of living has changed?
 Do you face any difficulties in trying to reduce your energy use at home?
 How do you view the affordability of energy bills compared to your other
household expenditures?

We would like your help
If you would like to be interviewed or be part of a group discussion, please ask at the
front counter for a Participant Information Statement and leave your contact
details to be forwarded to the research team. Or you may ring the research team on
1800 126 208.

Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices: Phase 2
Version 2: 05/09/2012
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Dr Lynne Chester
Chief Investigator

THE IMPACTS FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS OF RISING ENERGY PRICES
Phase 2: Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT
(1)

What is the study about?

Australian household energy use has increased substantially in the last decade and electricity prices have
risen rapidly in recent years. Further sizeable increases in energy prices are forecast. At present, there is
a limited understanding of the impacts for low-income households of rising electricity prices. The media
and emergency relief providers have reported cases of hardship providing a snapshot of difficulties being
experienced. Energy ombudsmen have reported an escalation in household complaints and
disconnections. But we do not have a coherent understanding of the consequences of significantly higher
energy bills for those households with low incomes. This study is investigating the impacts for low-income
households of higher energy bills and is being conducted in two phases. Phase 1, an online survey,
investigated the relationship between energy use and housing conditions, and the amount of income
needed to pay energy bills. Phase 2, this project, involves interviews and group discussions with lowincome households about the impact of energy bills on their well-being, health, and lifestyle.
(2)

Who is carrying out the study?

The study is being conducted by Dr Lynne Chester of the University of Sydney with the assistance of Dr
Fiona Taylor.
(3)

What does the study involve?

This phase of the study involves interviews and group discussions. Participants will be asked about the
impact and consequences of higher energy bills on their daily lives, well-being, health, and lifestyles.
The interviews and group discussions will be arranged by the researchers and held at rooms in
community organisations located close to public transport. Group discussions will involve nine volunteers
and be guided by Dr Fiona Taylor, one of the researchers. The interviews will be one-on-one with Dr
Fiona Taylor.
The interviews and group discussions will be recorded on audio (voice) recording equipment so that the
information can be analysed by the researchers. To protect the privacy of volunteers, strict participant
confidentiality and privacy is assured. Only the researchers will have access to these recordings, and the
names of participants or contact details will NOT be made available to anyone else.
(4)

How much time will the interviews or group discussions take?

The one-on-one interviews and group discussions will each take about one hour. Volunteers can choose
to participate in either the group discussion OR the one-on-one interviews so participation in the study will
involve a maximum of one hour of each participant’s time.
Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices: Phase 2
Version 2: 05/09/2012
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(5)

Can I withdraw from the study?

Participation in the interviews or in the group discussions is completely voluntary. You are not under any
obligation to consent and – if you do consent – you can withdraw at any time without it affecting your
relationship with the researchers, the University of Sydney or the agency from which you obtained this
information sheet.
If you are being interviewed, you can stop the interview at any time if you do not wish to continue. The
audio recording will be erased and the information provided will not be included in the study. If you take
part in a group discussion and wish to withdraw after the group session has commenced, it will not be
possible to exclude your individual voice from the audio recording.
(6)

Will anyone else know the results?

All aspects of the study, including results, will be strictly confidential and only the researchers will have
access to the information provided by participants. A report of the study may be submitted for publication,
but individual participants will not be identifiable in such a report. All data will be published and presented
in aggregate form.
(7)

Will the study benefit me?

We cannot and do not guarantee or promise that you will receive any benefits from the study. The study
has the strong support of many community, charitable and welfare sector organisations. The findings of
the study will be of central value to their work and advocacy. The findings will also be written up for
publication and used to make submissions to government.
Each participant will be provided with a $50 voucher redeemable at a major supermarket in recognition of
their contribution to the study.
(8)

Can I tell other people about the study?

You are welcome to tell other people about the study. You can choose to receive feedback about the
study and its findings from the researchers.

(9)

What if I require further information about the study or my involvement in it?

When you have read this information, Dr Chester will answer any questions you may have. If you would
like to know more at any stage, please feel free to contact Dr Chester at lynne.chester@sydney.edu.au or
on 02 9351 5044.
Should you wish to participate in an interview or group discussion, please give your contact details to the
front counter where you collected this information statement. Your contact details will be forwarded to the
research team, who will then contact you directly by phone to make arrangements for your involvement.
Alternatively you may ring the research team on 1800 126 208.
(10)

What if I have a complaint or concerns?

Any person with any concerns or complaints about the conduct of the research study can contact The
Manager, Human Ethics Administration, University of Sydney, on +61 2 8626 8176 (Telephone); +61 2
8627 8177 (Facsimile) or ro.humanethics@sydney.edu.au (Email).

This information sheet is for you to keep

Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices: Phase 2
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FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

I, ............................................................................................., [PRINT NAME], give consent to my
participation in the research project
TITLE: THE IMPACTS FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS OF RISING ENERGY PRICES

In giving my consent I acknowledge that:
1.

The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to me,
and any questions I have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction.

2.

I have read the Participant Information Statement and have been given the opportunity to
discuss the information and my involvement in the project with the researcher/s.

3.

I understand that being in this study is completely voluntary – I am not under any
obligation to consent.

4.

I understand that my involvement is strictly confidential. I understand that any research
data gathered from the results of the study may be published however no information
about me will be used in any way that is identifiable.

5.

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time, without affecting my
relationship with the researcher(s) or the University of Sydney or the agency from which I
obtained the Participation Information Statement now or in the future.

6.

I understand that I can stop my participation in the focus group at any time if I do not wish
to continue; however as it is a group discussion it will not be possible to exclude individual
data to that point.

Impacts and consequences of higher energy prices: Phase 2
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7.

I consent to:
 Audio-recording

YES

 Receiving Feedback

YES




NO
NO




If you answered YES to the “Receiving Feedback” question, please provide your details
i.e. mailing address, email address.
Feedback Option
Address: _______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
Email:

_______________________________________________________

.................... ...................................................
Signature

........................................................................
Please PRINT name

..................................................................................
Date
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Dr Lynne Chester
Chief Investigator

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

I, ................................................................................................., [PRINT NAME], give consent to
my participation in the research project
TITLE: THE IMPACTS FOR LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS OF RISING ENERGY PRICES

In giving my consent I acknowledge that:
1.

The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to me,
and any questions I have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction.

2.

I have read the Participant Information Statement and have been given the opportunity to
discuss the information and my involvement in the project with the researcher/s.

3.

I understand that being in this study is completely voluntary – I am not under any
obligation to consent.

4.

I understand that my involvement is strictly confidential. I understand that any research
data gathered from the results of the study may be published however no information
about me will be used in any way that is identifiable.

5.

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time, without affecting my
relationship with the researcher(s) or the University of Sydney or the agency from which I
obtained the Participation Information Statement now or in the future.

6.

I understand that I can stop the interview at any time if I do not wish to continue, the audio
(voice) recording will be erased and the information provided will not be included in the
study.
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7.

I consent to:


Audio-recording

YES



Receiving Feedback

YES




NO
NO




If you answered YES to the “Receiving Feedback” question, please provide your details
i.e. mailing address, email address.
Feedback Option
Address: _______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
Email:

_______________________________________________________

.................... ...................................................
Signature

........................................................................
Please PRINT name

..................................................................................
Date
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