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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on Report of the Independent Inquiry into
Secure and Sustainable Urban Water Supply and Sge&arvices for Non-Metro NSW

The Energy & Water Ombudsman NSW (EWON) investigatasresolves complaints
from customers of electricity and gas providerslBW, and the water providers Sydney
Water, Hunter Water, Country Energy and State Water.

EWON welcomes the NSW Department of Water and Enexgyismitment to
improving essential water services and the Indepgridquiry’s work. We have
provided comment on the affordability issues disedsnChapter 8: Options for pricing
regulation — AffordabilitytandRecommendation 6: Consumer Protectidfe have
provided these comments from the perspective of EV¥@kperience as the approved
independent dispute resolution mechanism for all NSMtgy customers and many
NSW water customers.

Chapter 8: Options for pricing regulation — Affordabyl

The report states:
Prices of basic needs such as water and seweragéetake into account the
affordability of these services to the community.
Programs to subsidise economically disadvantagesgpe in the community exist
within NSW for water and energy services. One guogram is the pensioner
concession scheme which is legislated under thall@overnment Act (1993)
Section 575.
In non-metropolitan NSW, accessibility to the peogris limited to owner-
occupiers of residences that have a water accoithtad WU. Pensioners in
caravan parks and nursing homes, for example, laeeefore not able to access
the scheme as they do not have primary resportgibili the water account.......
Following the establishment of any new governamcetire, a review of the
pensioner concession schemes in place for watesamwgrage services in non-
metropolitan NSW should be conducted to ensurecgpiate concession schemes
are available.
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Concession schemes should also be coordinateditigr initiatives, such as
demand management, to relieve financial hardshipexample of this would
include the provision of free services to assigtiocome householders to install
water efficient fixtures and fittings

EWON would strongly support a review of the pensiamarcession schemes for water
services in non-metropolitan NSW to ensure govertrassistance schemes are available
to, and meet the needs of, low income and disadgedtaustomers, including tenants

and consumers who pay for their water consumptiaral®inot necessarily account
holders.

A very significant development in the energy and wat@ustries over recent years has
been the establishment of hardship programs arcigmto deal more effectively with
consumers who are experiencing financial difficsltidunter Water and Sydney Water
hardship programs include Payment Assistant SchEB@8)(vouchers to assist
customers pay their accounts. For energy bilsNBW Government administers the
emergency assistance Energy Account Payment Assis(&iAPA) vouchers. Sydney
Water has also introduced a Centrepay option tstdssancially vulnerable customers to
manage their water bills through small regular paymeather than a large quarterly bill.

These measures have been a very welcome developesriting in greater assistance to
customers in financial difficulties, improved custer relationships, and reduced credit
management / debt recovery action and costs. Wedweabmmend the advantages of
such hardship programs to all water suppliers. EWQ@dbsrts the establishment of
measures to assist vulnerable customers who aggbirg to pay their water bills, or

who have been disconnected or facing disconnectioastriction of their water supply.

In relation to demand management we note that grera number of energy and water
efficiency programs to assist customers reduce tomisumption and their bills. Many
utilities offer energy audits, refit and retrofitggrams, and support the No Interest Loans
Schemes to assist low income customers to replat @ad energy inefficient
appliances, in particular washing machines, refatpes and heaters.

EWON would support the extension of all these iriited to water customers across the
state, as part of the implementation of the repggtommendations, to ensure water
services remain affordable and accessible.

! Report of the Independent Inquiry into Secure @nstainable Urban Water Supply and
Sewerage Services for Non-Metro NSW, December 2P88e 86
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Recommendation 6: Consumer Protection

Recommendation 6 of the report states:
The Energy and Water Ombudsman NSW scheme be adypteal water utilities
as a mandatory requirement, provided it can be destrated that there are net
benefits in doing sb.

Later in the report the following is outlined:
CONSUMER PROTECTION
Metropolitan water, electricity and natural gasliiies in NSW are required to be
members of the Energy and Water Ombudsman NSW (E'¥¢Déme and to
establish customer contracts for services provided.

Presently consumer complaints are dealt with bgtang processes established by
councils and water supply authorities. There igmadependent complaint handling
framework for customers of non-metropolitan watgyy and sewerage service
providers.

The EWON scheme is funded by its participantgfadthich are significant
corporate entities.

Under the current structure, the scheme may neatffeedable to smaller local
water utilities. However, if one of the aggregatmptions identified in Chapter 4
is adopted, then the EWON scheme may be affordBidecosts and benefits of
the EWON scheme in the context of non-metropdi@&w needs to be examiried.

EWON supports the recommendation that non metr@olitater authorities be required
to be members of an independent dispute resolatibame as we consider that access to
external dispute resolution for customers of esakesgrvices is both a reasonable
customer expectation and a reflection of best maskrvice standards.

EWON was established in 1998 and is the approvedi@ispsolution scheme for NSW
electricity and gas customers, and some water cestormo date EWON has received
over 70,000 customer complaints. EWON’s aim is to/jgi®fair, equitable and
independent investigation and resolution of custornenplaints. We work with all the
key stakeholders — providers, community, governnaedtregulators — to improve the
standard of service delivery for the benefit of N8uvisumers.

Specialist energy ombudsmen exist in all Austraditates (and, for New South Wales
and Victoria, water). The oldest ombudsman scheme&)®¥Wvas established 12

years ago and the most recent, Queensland, commepeeations in mid-2007. In
Victoria hon-metropolitan water authorities have beembers of EWOV for some time.

2 |bid., Page 6
% Ibid., Page 75
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These schemes are successful because they adiieeeesiablished benchmarks for
industry-based customer dispute resolution: ads#ibgi independence, fairness,
accountability, efficiency and effectiveness.

The energy and water ombudsman schemes are cotigistemwn to be accessible and
effective. Accessibility is achieved by the phonedshnature of the service, the
informality of our processes and the fact thatsbvice is free to consumers. Given the
nature of the jurisdiction, ombudsman schemes patva premium on community
outreach and education, particularly as a sizgataportion of those who contact an
energy or water ombudsman are low-income or otherwignerable consumers.
Publications are available in major community laages (EWON, for instance, publishes
educational and other materials in 17 languagéds).sthemes also conduct forums and
other events across urban, regional and rural aoga®mote access to our services and
other assistance to consumers.

A large part of the success of the schemes hasdwgability to resolve complaints in a
fair, reasonable and expeditious way, with the langgority of matters being finalised
within one to two weeks. We provide significant repaytto industry and other
stakeholders as a means of highlighting systenmddayical issues and assisting industry
to improve standards of service delivery to custemend work closely with regulators
and policy makers to this end.

EWON's experience with water complaints through mestuiprof the Scheme of
Sydney Water and Hunter Water means that we arefaamjiar with water issues for
NSW consumers.

We look forward to being able to contribute our knesige and experience of
consumer issues in this area.

If you would like to discuss this matter furthere@be contact me or Emma Keene,
Manager Policy & Projects on 8218 5250.

Yours sincerely

Wato. Pifie

ClarePetre
Energy & Water Ombudsman NSW
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