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OVERVIEW

This is the Essential Services Commission’s first report on the effects of additional
revenue that the Commission approved for metropolitan water businesses’ to develop
or improve programs for customers in hardship. The Commission approved $5.25
million at the 2013 water price review, in the context of metropolitan customers facing
large price rises from 1 July 2013.

Based on the early trends in the data available, we are satisfied that the water
businesses have targeted the approved money towards improving their hardship
programs.

FEEDBACK FROM EXTERNAL AGENCIES

« Financial counsellors and advocacy organisations commented positively on water
businesses’ performance in supporting customers in hardship.

o Suggestions for future work included further outreach to migrant groups, and
continued innovation in reaching hardship customers earlier.

FEEDBACK FROM CUSTOMERS

o Customers’ experiences dealing with water businesses were very positive,
particularly when compared with energy utilities. Customers commended water
businesses’ manageable payment plans and praised the outcomes of hardship
support generally.

o Customer awareness of hardship support was highest for payment/installment
plans. These and Utility Relief Grants were commended for their effectiveness.

! City West Water, South East Water, Western Water, Yarra Valley Water.
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INSTALMENT PLANS AND HARDSHIP SUPPORT

e Increases in the number of customers on instalment plans (up 26 per cent across
businesses to 117 812 customers) support the water businesses’ contention that
their promotions of hardship support programs has increased the uptake of support.

« Several water businesses performed well on the number of customers meeting their
agreed instalment plans (over 80 per cent) although there is room to adopt best
practice in reporting and designing payment plans for some businesses.

o Water businesses’ support for new customers increased across most programs
with strong rises in Utility Relief Grants (64 per cent increase in approved new
grants to 4 413 grants).

o The metropolitan businesses reported rises ranging from 4 to 21 per cent in the
number of concession customers indicating a rise in awareness among customers
of their eligibility for a concession.

Notwithstanding the good results, the Commission was concerned that figures from its
Performance of Victorian urban water and sewerage businesses 2013-14,which
showed rises in numbers of water restrictions and legal actions, could mean that
customers in hardship were being affected. Based on this review of the businesses’
hardship programs and this report’s interviews with customer groups and financial
counsellors, it does not appear that hardship customers are included in these rises.
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INTRODUCTION

In the Metropolitan water price review: final decision 2013, the Essential Services
Commission allowed $5.25 million for the metropolitan retailers, City West Water,
South East Water, Western Water and Yarra Valley Water, to help customers manage
large price increases from 1 July 2013. The final decision states that the retailers were
expected to use the additional revenue to enhance existing hardship policies, expand
programs, adopt best practice and improve associated infrastructure. The extra
revenue was not intended for direct financial customer assistance; rather, the Victorian
Government provides direct financial assistance to qualifying water customers through
concessions and the Utility Relief Grant Scheme.

The Commission worked with the water businesses and welfare groups to establish
measures of how effectively the additional hardship funds were spent." The measures
are based on the outcomes of a workshop for water businesses and consumer groups
who highlighted the need to:

» increase awareness among low income and vulnerable customers of the services
available to them

« make customers comfortable seeking assistance from water businesses
» intervene early with vulnerable customers or those experiencing financial difficulty
» increase the flexibility of instalment plans

e increase cooperation among water businesses on identifying approaches that
work best.

' Essential Services Commission 2013, Measuring the effects of the additional hardship allowance: final decision,
December. Available at www.esc.vic.gov.au
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The Commission then released a staff paper on possible indicators to measure how
well the spending of the hardship allowance addressed these needs. After consultation
with water businesses and community groups, it accepted the measures proposed by
the water businesses plus measures suggested by consumer advocacy groups

(tables 1.1 and 1.2). Because the businesses developed these measures themselves,
in consultation with community and customer representative groups, the Commission
considers the measures:

« will be feasible for businesses to report on

» will capture information relevant to customers in hardship.

TABLE 1.1 QUANTITATIVE MEASURES OF EFFECT OF SPENDING
ADDITIONAL HARDSHIP ALLOWANCE

Indicator Chapter
reference Indicator name Measure

H1 Customers aware of assistance available Percentage increase 3
H2 New customers identified and assisted through the programs Percentage increase 4
H6 The level of debt when a customer begins a hardship program, Number 4

differentiated by the level of debt

H3 Retrospective concessions applied Percentage increase 5
H4 Customers in hardship programs meeting their agreed payment plans Percentage increase 6
UPP1 Instalment plans* Number of customers 6
H5 Meetings between water businesses to discuss best practices Number 7

* Already collected for the Commission’s annual water performance report. -

TABLE 1.2 QUALITATIVE MEASURES OF EFFECT OF SPENDING ADDITIONAL

HARDSHIP ALLOWANCE

Measures Chapter
Feedback from external community service agencies who are aware of vulnerable and hardship support programs 2
Feedback from customers supported through programs 3
Awareness of customer support available 3
Staff training and awareness of vulnerability and hardship indicators to implement early intervention strategies 7
Effectiveness of outreach activities to engage with vulnerable or hardship customers 7
Water businesses’ co-operation through innovations and using similar programs or techniques with success 7
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This report presents the data for each of the measures. In addition to quantitative data,
the Commission includes the water businesses’ explanations for absolute levels and for
movements in indicators. These explanations are important, because changes in one
indicator could result from an improvement or deterioration in assistance to customers
in hardship. For example, a reduction in new entrants to a water business’s hardship
program could reflect the success of a previous outreach program to identify customers
in hardship, or a reduction in the business’s effort to assist customers. For this reason,
the Commission requested the water businesses to provide context to the raw data.

In addition to reporting against the measures, the water businesses submitted the
following information to the Commission:

» the activities that they undertook with the additional funding
» the progress of the projects that they implemented

« what they intend to do the following year.

This report includes that information, for a fuller picture of how the water businesses
spent the additional hardship funds.

We have grouped related measures into chapters and structured this paper as follows:

« Chapter 2 reports on feedback on the water businesses’ hardship programs from
financial counselling staff and advocacy groups. This includes information on
customer awareness of hardship programs

o Chapter 3 reports on feedback from customers in hardship programs themselves,
including how useful customers found different hardship programs. This will be
useful for water businesses when considering improvements for future programs

e Chapter 4 reports on the number of new customers in hardship programs and a
customer’s level of debt when they begin a program. This chapter is designed to
provide information on how well water businesses are increasing awareness of their
hardship programs, and whether they are reaching out to customers before their
debt reaches a high level

» Chapter 5 reports on the number of retrospective concessions to measure how well
the businesses are shifting eligible customers onto concessions

o Chapter 6 reports on water businesses’ number of instalment plans and whether
customers are meeting these plans. A large number of customers meeting their
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instalment plans indicates that these plans were well designed in relation to

customers’ ability to pay

o Chapter 7 reports on water businesses’ internal efforts to improve their
management of customer hardship issues, including outreach activities, staff
training, and cooperation and meetings among water businesses. Information in
this chapter provides an indication of the effort that water businesses are putting
into improving their hardship schemes

o Chapter 8 reports on the types and progress of activities being undertaken with the
additional funding, and on possible future programs under consideration.

Changes in absolute numbers provided by the water businesses should be considered
in the context of the differences in the water businesses’ customer bases, which are

substantial (see table 1.3),

TABLE 1.3 METROPOLITAN WATER BUSINESSES — 2013-14 OVERVIEW

Residential water

customers

(no.)

City West 403 185
South East 695 741
Yarra Valley 737 437

Western 56 930

1.2 HARDSHIP ASSISTANCE FRAMEWORK

The Customer Service Code is the Commission’s main instrument for regulating the
businesses’ approach to customer hardship. The Code defines hardship as customers
who are identified either by themselves, the water business, or an independent
accredited financial counsellor as having the intention but not the financial capacity to
make the required payments in accordance with the water business’s payment terms.
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The code for urban water businesses requires them to have a hardship policy for
assisting low income and vulnerable customers, to place the policy on their websites,
and to make a copy available to customers. It requires businesses’ hardship policies to:

o train staff to ensure they treat customers in hardship with sensitivity and without
making value judgments

e exempt customers in hardship from supply restriction, legal action and additional
debt recovery costs

o state any circumstances in which the business will waive or suspend interest
payments on outstanding amounts.

The code also provides protections to customers such as:

o setting out a process of steps that a water business must take before it is allowed to
restrict a customer’s water supply or commence legal action. The process is
designed to ensure that customers are given an opportunity to be considered for a
hardship program and have a payment plan tailored to their ability to pay

e requiring a water business to make flexible payment plans available to customers in
accordance with a customer’s capacity to pay

» specifying a water business must not commence legal action or take steps to
restrict a customer’s service due to non-payment if the amount owed by a regularly
paying customer is less than $200, or if the customer is applying for a hardship
related program.

In addition to the support provided by water businesses under the code, the following
support programs are in place for customers:
e government grants through the Utility Relief Grant Scheme

e concession and health care card discounts.
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2 FEEDBACK FROM EXTERNAL
AGENCIES

This chapter reports the results for the measure Feedback from external community
service agencies who are aware of vulnerable and hardship support programs.
Working with the water businesses, the Essential Services Commission developed a
survey for financial counselling staff and advocacy groups, to gain feedback on
vulnerable and hardship support programs delivered by the water businesses.
Questions focussed on:

o the level of customer awareness of hardship programs
o programs’ effectiveness
» suggestions for improvement.

The Commission engaged a market research company, Wallis Consulting Group
(Wallis), to undertake the survey.

2.1 FINANCIAL COUNSELLORS

Wallis interviewed 15 financial counsellors from agencies that worked with customers
of the four water businesses. It reported counsellors are largely familiar with the range
of support measures available to their clients. Counsellors acquire this knowledge
through industry conferences, word of mouth and personal networks, and direct contact
with the relevant water business when pursuing issues on behalf of a client.

Some counsellors said their clients were not initially aware of the hardship support
services available. Counsellors did not report any difficulty accessing these services.
Further, they had no difficulty understanding the support available, and many indicated
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clients had no problem understanding a program when a counsellor explained it to
them. However, counsellors noted:

e programs can be difficult to explain over the phone, particularly for people who are
not financially literate

e some brochures and leaflets provided to counsellors can be difficult to understand,
or insufficient without further explanation, particularly when clients have issues with
literacy.

Counsellors agreed most programs offered by water businesses to support customers
in hardship were accessible and effective. They identified different programs were
suitable for particular circumstances — for example, Utility Relief Grants (URGs) were
excellent when the client did not have large arrears, and payment extensions were best
used for one-off emergencies rather than for tackling longer term issues.

Counsellors offered suggestions for water businesses to improve client access and
understanding, including:

« targeting specific culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities,
particularly refugee groups

« avoiding relying on information on bills to reach customers, which often are not
opened by those in the worst hardship

» working through intermediary organisations that reach into the community — for
example, community agencies, support services and health clinics

e using a range of media to communicate information about hardship support.

2.2 ADVOCACY GROUPS

Interviews were conducted with organisations with knowledge of hardship
arrangements: Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service, Kildonan Uniting Care, the
Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre, the Consumer Action Law Centre and the Adult
Migration Education Service (which helps refugees and migrants in Victoria).
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Support mechanisms that are perceived as positive and effective include:

o Water businesses have a healthy competition to reach vulnerable customers, and a
commitment to provide better quality support to people in hardship.

» Yarra Valley Water’s ‘arrange and save’ program, in particular, is excellent, with a
positive cost—benefit impact. Of customers involved in the program, over 80 per
cent paid on time, and most returned to mainstream payments.

« Water businesses share good practice through the Vulnerable Customers’ Taskforce.

» Innovative work is being done. Yarra Valley Water's WaterCare internet hub, and
City West Water’s financial literacy training were commended.

o Water businesses are getting better at identifying people with difficulties, being
proactive, and getting those customers into hardship programs more quickly.

o They are getting better at identifying people eligible for concessions.
e They tend to have well-trained and effective hardship staff.

o They undertake good work in outreach to new migrant communities.

The following issues were noted as still needing attention:
» People with mental health issues are still ‘falling through the cracks’.

e Customers from some CALD communities may not understand contracts or service
delivery. Language barriers also remain a significant issue for some customers.

o Privacy issues arise from the use of interpreters. Value may be found in training
water business staff to use interpreters effectively.

o Partnerships with local government may help identify some customers at risk,
because councils are aware of households that are defaulting on rates payments.

e Access to hardship programs can depend on customers’ relationships with people
at call centres. Often, advocacy organisations get a better hearing (when they call
on behalf of a customer) than the customer does. This situation occurs more so
with energy utilities, but is an issue for water businesses too.

o URGs are not as well promoted as they should be, and the application process and
paperwork are daunting.
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Advocacy organisations noted the ‘next steps’ for water businesses were:

o earlier intervention, by targeting those at risk more effectively and earlier

o putting incentive arrangements in place

e communicating hardship support more widely

« normalising vulnerability and letting go of the concept of ‘hardship’

» building relationships with CALD communities using targeted media strategies.
The advocacy organisations reported the following customer experiences in dealing
with water businesses:

» The culture around hardship, as opposed to debt collection, is well embedded in
some parts of water businesses, while other parts still work with a ‘debt collection’
approach.

» Effective first contact call handling can be difficult because customers often do not
know what they want or can get from hardship services.

e Groups who have less satisfactory interactions with water businesses’ hardship
programs include people with a history of poor payment, and CALD communities.

o Water businesses compare positively to other utility companies.

o Legislative changes allowing water businesses to charge interest on arrears would
change the ‘compassionate’ approach that has been developing. Another concern
is some water businesses’ outsourcing of debt collection.

» Water businesses can improve their approach to hardship. One respondent noted
only two of the four businesses meet the necessary standard for treating customers
with respect, and advised more staff training, support and coaching are needed.

ESSENTIAL SERVICES COMMISSION REVIEW OF NEW HARDSHIP MEASURES TAKEN BY 12
VICTORIA METROPOLITAN WATER BUSINESSES 2013-14 REPORT



3 FEEDBACK FROM CUSTOMERS

This chapter reports the results for three measures:
« feedback from customers supported through programs
e awareness of customer support available

o customers aware of assistance available.

Working with the water businesses, the Essential Services Commission developed
surveys of the level of awareness of the businesses’ support programs. It engaged a

consulting firm, Wallis, to interview 35 customers with experience of water companies
hardship programs.

The customers were identified through financial counsellors and the water businesses.
Results for the indicator, feedback from customers, focussed on customers’
experiences of hardship support programs and the outcomes achieved.

3.1 AWARENESS AND UNDERSTANDING OF SUPPORT

Below are the main features of customers’ awareness of the hardship support
measures that water businesses offer:

¢ Respondents were familiar with only a limited number of measures, commonly the
ones that they were using or had previously used.

« Awareness was highest for payment plans. The plans usually had been
recommended by financial counsellors or the water business.

o Customers were not familiar with many of the brand names and descriptions of
support programs, even if they broadly understood the programs’ underlying
concepts.
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The Ultility Relief Grants Scheme is a central feature of help for customers in hardship:

Some respondents had not heard of Utility Relief Grants (URGs). Some had heard
of them only recently, and some needed assistance to apply for the grant.

One respondent reported being transferred to the hardship team when he asked for
a URG, suggesting that mention of the URG Scheme prompted the water business
to direct his call to the hardship team.

Some respondents had been introduced to the URG Scheme by their water
business, which had contacted them to resolve billing problems.

A couple of customers noted having previously used URGs.

The customers also commented on other hardship program options:

Some respondents were aware of forms of payment matching and waiving of
outstanding debts after they made consistent and regular payments.

One customer talked about the relative merits of Easyway (fortnightly payments
made in person at a post office or other participating shop) and Centrepay.

A number of respondents were aware of concessions, and some indicated they
receive concessions (as seniors or carers).

Although respondents might not have had audits of their homes, some were aware
of general advice about reducing water consumption and thus the size of bills.

Most clients were not aware that some water businesses can send out a plumber
free of charge.

Customers interviewed were concerned that some customers in hardship were not

aware of the support options available. Their most common suggestion was to increase

awareness of hardship options by including advertising material with water bills.

Wallis reported the following relative order of awareness and understanding of

programs and options provided by all metropolitan water businesses:

payment plans (most commonly known and used)
instalments
payment extensions

relief grants (URGSs)
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o assistance for pensioners and concession card holders
o assistance with plumbers and maintenance

o water efficiency advice

o home visits

o water efficiency audits

e payment matching (rarely cited)

o protection from recovery action.

3.2 CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

Customers’ experiences with water businesses were almost all positive. This outcome
was enhanced by many customers having had negative experiences with other utility
companies. Customers gave the following reasons for their positive impressions:

o Customers were offered what they felt were viable solutions with realistic rates of
repayment and manageable payment schedules. They praised water businesses
for their ‘understanding’ and for ‘hearing out’ their clients.

o Customers reported being treated with dignity by their water business. Not being
‘hounded’ for money they could not afford was important in forming this opinion.

« Customers often cited ‘personalised’ contact and the ease of establishing direct
contact with water business representatives as positive aspects of the relationship.

e Customers liked how hardship program teams at water businesses understood
individual circumstances and took a personalised approach to their clients.

o Customers were less likely to be punished when payment was overdue.

Overall, customers often thought their water business had gone above and beyond the
customers’ expectations in working with them.

The following were among the few negative comments:

o A customer had a bad experience initially with his water business, which involved
difficult phone conversations and legal correspondence that he found intimidating.
The experience improved when the business understood he was in hardship.
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e A customer took issue with the differing approaches of his water business’s
hardship team and their collections contractor. His situation was resolved positively
only after he expressed concern about the collections contractor.

3.3 CUSTOMER OUTCOMES

The outcomes reported by clients were overwhelmingly positive. Most customers had
found the water businesses could assist them and provide appropriate advice.

Comments included the following:

« Customers felt their water business worked with them to find the best outcome for
both parties, within realistic expectations. Customers were offered a range of
solutions that met their needs, and felt the businesses persisted in finding the right

solution.

e Customers reported positive outcomes from the solutions put in place. They
described relief grants as an effective solution.

« Many customers particularly appreciated the support that they received in
prioritising and budgeting, and in structuring and managing payments.
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4 HARDSHIP SUPPORT — NEW
CUSTOMERS

This chapter reports the results for two indicators:
e new customers identified and assisted through the programs

o the level of debt when a customer begins a hardship program, differentiated by the
level of debt

The first indicator aims to measure how successfully water businesses have used the
approved funds to raise awareness and support customers in hardship who need
assistance. The Essential Services Commission recognises changes in this indicator
need to be analysed in context of any external reasons for increases/decreases in
customers who need hardship. For this reason, this report includes commentary from
water businesses on the reasons for any changes.

The second indicator aims to measure how early water businesses identify customers
in hardship and provide them with support. Early identification of customers in hardship
is an important component of good hardship customer management.

Table 4.1 lists and defines the programs available to customers in hardship. Customers
may use multiple programs, so may be counted more than once in the results.
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TABLE 4.1 METROPOLITAN WATER BUSINESSES’ HARDSHIP AND
VULNERABLE PROGRAMS

Program

Utility Relief Grants

Payment extensions

Hardship payment

Retrospective
concessions

Centrepay

Instalment plans

Definition

Government assistance for residential customers who cannot pay their utility bills due to a
temporary financial crisis. Customers receive a maximum of $500 within a two year period.

When a customer requests delayed payment of a quarterly account instalment

A residential customer identified (via self-selection, the water business or an independent
accredited financial counsellor) as having the intention but not the financial capacity to pay
within the timeframe of the business’s payment terms. At a manager’s discretion, the customer
receives a one-off reduction in their bill.

A concession that is applied on past bills for which the customer was eligible. This concession
applies only to bills that were raised on the principal place of residence and issued in the past
12 months, and only if the account is still active.

A free service for customers to pay bills as fortnightly deductions from their Centrelink
payments

An instalment plan is an alternative payment arrangement (confirmed in writing) between the
customer and the water businesses.

4.1 NEW CUSTOMERS IDENTIFIED AND ASSISTED THROUGH
THE PROGRAMS

Data provided by the water businesses reflects some similarities in their hardship

programs. All businesses reported strong growth in URGs, for example, but they also

reported different customer use of other programs. The diversity of customer use of

hardship programs partly reflected businesses’ different approaches to dealing with

customer hardship.

TABLE 4.2 CITY WEST WATER - NEW CUSTOMERS IDENTIFIED

Program 2012-13 2013-14 Percentage change
Utility Relief Grants
Initiated 997 1338 +34
Received 568 763 +34
Approved 505 654 +30
Payment extensions 30433 34 198 +12
Hardship payment 532 511 —-4
Centrepay 3548 3 964 +12
Instalment plans 24 944 29 699 +19
Note: Utility Relief Grants data from Department of Human Services
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The number of Utility Relief Grants (URGs) provided by City West Water (CWW)

increased in 2013-14, as did payment extensions and Centrepay arrangements. CWW

submitted that the increase in URGs was partly due to customers who received an
URG in 2011-12 requesting the payment again two years later. It submitted that
increases in payment extensions and Centrepay arrangements were generally due to
the impact of price increases. CWW noted an increase in URG approvals caused a

slight decrease in hardship payments. It expected a decrease over time in the number

of customers in these programs, as a result of early intervention activities.

TABLE 4.3 SOUTH EAST WATER - NEW CUSTOMERS IDENTIFIED

Program 2012-13 2013-14 Percentage change

Utility Relief Grants

Initiated 1353 2664
Received 870 1647
Approved 796 1465
Payment extensions 91 544 121 966
Hardship payment 101 70
Centrepay 5990 7712
Instalment plans 36 495 48 791

+97
+89
+84
+33

+28
+33

Note: Utility Relief Grants data from Department of Human Services

South East Water (SEW) experienced a significant increase in the number of new
customers assisted through its programs. SEW explained the following features of its
data:

e Anincrease in customers paying via Centrepay was due to the large increase in
customers (a 145 per cent increase to 3 033) in the hardship program, and due to
Centrepay being an easy payment mechanism for customers who receive
Centrelink benefits.

« SEW experienced a significant increase in requests for payment extensions. It is

reviewing this area to understand why customers are requesting more time to pay.
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e In 2012-13, SEW kept its hardship debt write-off to a minimum until it reviews how
to better manage and improve the equity, fairness and consistency of write-off
allowances.

« SEW submitted that there was an increased number of URG applications, but a
large number were cancelled by the Department of Human Services' due to the
applications not being returned by the customer. In response, SEW is running a trial
in which it is providing assistance to its customers to complete the application form.

TABLE 4.4 WESTERN WATER - NEW CUSTOMERS IDENTIFIED
Program 2012-13 2013-14 Percentage change

Utility Relief Grants

Initiated 297 468 +58
Received 200 330 +65
Approved 165 299 +81
Payment extensions* 3992 3498 -12
Hardship payment 474%* 547** +15
Centrepay 683 610 -11
Instalment plans 3727 3977 7

Note: Utility Relief Grants data from Department of Human Services

*Western Water bills three times a year, rather than quarterly.

** Reported figure reflects the total number of grants approved in each financial year. Western Water issues three
invoices per year, and assesses applications for payments at each billing period, so the same customer may receive
three grants in any one financial year.

Western Water submitted that the increase in the number of URGs provided in 2013-14
was largely due to additional training and promotion within Western Water’'s Contact
Centre and Customer Support Team, and to referrals from financial counsellors and
property visits. It submitted that it usually offers two week payment extensions to
customers who require additional time to pay their account. If more time is needed,
Western Water recommends an ongoing instalment plan. So, although the number of
payment extensions decreased, the number of instalment plans increased.

" This Department will become the Department of Health and Human Services from 1 January 2015.
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TABLE 4.5 YARRA VALLEY WATER - NEW CUSTOMERS IDENTIFIED
Program 2012-13 2013-14 Percentage change

Utility Relief Grants

Initiated 2103 3482 +66
Received 1349 2231 +65
Approved 1220 1995 +64
Payment extensions 134 193 153 160 +14
Hardship payment* 11 086 13 826 +25
Centrepay 4813 5 266 +9
Instalment plans 27 806 35 345 +27

* YVW hardship payments are made when a customer makes consistent, ongoing payments and then receives multiple
small rewards credits over time.
Note: Utility Relief Grants data from Department of Human Services

Assistance provided by YVW increased in 2013-14 compared with 2012-13. The
number of URGs provided in 2013-14 substantially increased. YVW submitted that it is
undertaking pilot programs to improve the URG approval rate of the Department of
Human Services. It sends out an information sheet to customers, explaining how to fill
out the application forms. YVW submitted that the take-up of payment extensions and
instalment plans also significantly increased, due to extensive promotion and
communication with customers.

The number of new customers entering YVW’s customer support program rose by over
50 per cent to 4 832, which YVW considered is due to both external factors and training
programs to ensure staff refer customers to the correct support pathways. The number
of customers leaving YVW'’s hardship program and returning to mainstream payments
increased by 101 percent to 2 866.

4.2 LEVEL OF DEBT WHEN A CUSTOMER BEGINS A HARDSHIP
PROGRAM

The Commission identified early intervention as an important objective for successful
hardship policies. One way to ascertain whether businesses are identifying hardship
customers early is to measure the level of debt customers hold when they enter a
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hardship program. If early intervention is successful, then the Commission assumes
customers will enter hardship programs with lower levels of debts.

TABLE 4.6 CITY WEST WATER - LEVEL OF CUSTOMER DEBT ON ENTRY TO
HARDSHIP PROGRAM

Level of debt on No. of customers Change in no. of customers
entry 2012-13 2013-14

$0-1000 157 111 -46
$1000-2000 116 114 -2
$2000+ 21 43 +22

The majority of CWW customers entered hardship with debt less than $2000.,
although. CWW submitted the rise of customers in debt over $2000 by 22 customers
was because some customers found it more difficult to pay their debts, some of which
were related to water leaks. In some cases this related to difficulties tenants had
making property owners take immediate action to fix leaks. CWW has a policy of
writing off $1000 of debt for leaks in these circumstances.

TABLE 4.7 SOUTH EAST WATER - LEVEL OF CUSTOMER DEBT ON ENTRY TO
HARDSHIP PROGRAM

Level of debt on entry No. of customers Change in no. of customers
2012-13 2013-14

$0-1000 318 1955 +1637

$1000-2000 86 450 +364

$2000+ 28 183 +155

The number of SEW customers entering hardship programs with debt under $1000
rose significantly in 2013-14. SEW attributed this to earlier identification of customers in

hardship and improved reconciliation of debt levels on entry to a hardship program.
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TABLE 4.8 WESTERN WATER - LEVEL OF CUSTOMER DEBT ON ENTRY TO
HARDSHIP PROGRAM

Level of debt on entry No. of customers Change in no. of customers
2012-13 2013-14

$0-1000 96 129 +33

$1000-2000 103 130 +27

$2000+ 38 59 +21

The maijority of Western Water's (WW) customers’ debt was under $2000 in 2013-14.
The number of customers entering the WW’s hardship support program increased for
all debt levels.

TABLE 4.9 YARRA VALLEY WATER - LEVEL OF CUSTOMER DEBT ON ENTRY
TO HARDSHIP PROGRAM

Level of debt on entry No. of customers Change in no. of customers
2012-13 2013-14

$0-1000 na 1933 na

$1000-2000 na 450 na

$2000+ na 265 na

Most YVW customers’ debt was under $1000 in 2013-14. YVW submitted that it
worked on early intervention to capture customers before their debt increases. YVW'’s

data collection for this measure began in February 2014, so YVW has no data for
2012-13.
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5 HARDSHIP SUPPORT —
CONCESSIONS

This chapter presents the results for the indicator Concessions applied. This measure
is used to determine whether early intervention and awareness programs have reached
customers eligible for a concession but not yet registered for one, and to show the total
number of concession customers. Initially, successful programs to increase awareness
could lead to an increase in retrospective concessions, but over time retrospective
concessions would decrease as more eligible customers had obtained concessions.
Businesses’ research has shown that many customers are unaware that they are
eligible for a concession. Table 5.1 lists and defines the measures.

TABLE 5.1 MEASURES OF CONCESSIONS APPLIED

Measure Definition

Retrospective concession A concession that is applied on past bills for which the customer was eligible. This
only applies on bills raised on the principal place of residence, issued in the last
12 months and where the account is still active.

Total concessions payments Total number of concessions granted. A single customer may have a concession
on each bill, which could total up to four for the year.

Total concession customers The total number of customers on a concession. This may include more than one
customer on a single bill.

The numbers of total concessions and concession customers can provide an indication
of how aware customers are of their eligibility for concessions.

The Commission will monitor this measure in future reports to see if early intervention
strategies have decreased retrospective concessions.
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TABLE 5.2 CITY WEST WATER - CONCESSIONS GRANTED

Measure 2012-13
Retrospective concessions 11 298
Total concessions payments 324 217

Total concession customers 76 365

2013-14 Percentage change
9 644 -14
339 642 +4

79 201 +4

City West Water (CWW) submitted its concession awareness programs (for example,

more prominent positioning of the concession notice on the bill and reminder notices)

led to a decrease in 2013-14 in retrospective concessions applied as customers are

gaining concessions earlier.

TABLE 5.3 SOUTH EAST WATER - CONCESSIONS GRANTED

Measure 2012-13
Retrospective concessions 16 397
Total concessions payments 638 929

Total concession customers 119 553

2013-14 Percentage change
18 315 +11.0
653 622 +2.2

145 449 +21.3

South East Water (SEW) submitted that it expected retrospective concessions would

increase due to rising customer awareness of concessions from promotion programs

such as its Solutions on Tap campaign and early intervention strategies.

TABLE 5.4 WESTERN WATER - CONCESSIONS GRANTED

Measure 2012-13
Retrospective concessions 605
Total concessions payments 41 464
Total concession customers 13 821

2013-14 Percentage change
847 +40.0
44 186 +6.6

14 728 +6.6

Western Water submitted that the number of retrospective concessions claimed

increased significantly in 2013-14 due to the Department of Human Services changing

its rules and limiting the backdating of concessions to 1 year (from 2 years).
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TABLE 5.5 YARRA VALLEY WATER - CONCESSIONS GRANTED

Measure 2012-13 2013-14 Percentage change
Retrospective concessions 5718 5436 -5
Total concessions payments 658 781 658 165 -0.1

Total concession customers 163 946 181 222 +11

Yarra Valley Water (YVW) submitted that it undertook proactive initiatives to increase
customers’ awareness of concession eligibility and their earlier uptake of concessions.
Reflecting these initiatives, YVW recorded an 11 per cent increase in the total number
of concessions granted. It recorded a decrease in the number of retrospective
concessions applied, which it considered reflects customers’ earlier awareness of
concession availability.

YVW submitted that the total number of concessions granted fell while the total number
of concession customers rose because a household might have more than one eligible
concession card holder but only one concession can be granted for each account per

quarter.”

! YVW currently cannot report the data as required, so the data on 2013-14 payment compliance are based on an
average from July 2013 to April 2014.
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6 HARDSHIP SUPPORT —
INSTALMENT PLANS

This chapter reports the results for the following indicators:
o Instalment plans

e Customers in hardship programs meeting their agreed payment plans.

The number of instalment plans established by a water business could indicate its
success in identifying hardship customers, as well as customers’ preferences or
requirements in the type of assistance sought. The percentage of customers meeting
their agreed payment plans indicates a plan’s appropriateness for customers: a low
percentage of customers meeting an agreed plan could indicate a water business is not
designing appropriate plans for its customers, or customers’ circumstances have
deteriorated.

6.1 INSTALMENT PLANS

The water businesses state that their promotion of payment plans to customers
increased the number of instalment plans used in 2013-14.

TABLE 6.1 NUMBER OF INSTALMENT PLANS

Water business 2012-13 2013-14 Percentage change
City West Water 24 944 29 699 +19
South East Water 36 495 48 791 +33
Western Water 3727 3977 +7
Yarra Valley Water 27 806 35 345 +27
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6.2 CUSTOMERS IN HARDSHIP PROGRAMS MEETING THEIR
AGREED PAYMENT PLANS

The absolute numbers of customers in hardship programs who meet their payment
plans, and changes in the total across time, are diverse. For this reason, the data
require consideration of the different drivers of the water businesses’ payment plans.

TABLE 6.2 CITY WEST WATER - CUSTOMERS MEETING PAYMENT PLANS

Percentage point
Indicator 2012-13 2013-14 change

Customers in hardship program meeting their 34.9% 39.9% +5.0
agreed payment plans

In 2013-14, an additional 441 customers were added to City West Water’s hardship
program. Based on the low number, it is suggested that there is scope for CWW to
adopt best practice in establishing plans based on capacity to pay and improve in

future years.

TABLE 6.3 SOUTH EAST WATER - CUSTOMERS MEETING PAYMENT PLANS

Percentage point
Indicator 2012-13 2013-14 change

Customers in hardship program meeting 70.4% 40.9% -29.5
their agreed payment plans

Note: SEW'’s systems for measuring the number of customers meeting payment plans changed during the reporting
period.

South East Water (SEW) attributed the decrease in its customers able to meet their
payment plans to a large increase in the number of customers in the program. It also
noted the decrease reflected a new system that provides transparency on the customer
moving through the program, allowing SEW to closely monitor and review customers’
payment plans. The system alerts the case manager to any missed payments which
previously were not picked up on until a bulk report was run. SEW submitted that with
the new system implemented,it expected an initial decrease in customers meeting their
payment plans.
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TABLE 6.4 WESTERN WATER - CUSTOMERS MEETING PAYMENT PLANS

Percentage point
Indicator 2012-13 2013-14 change

Customers in hardship program meeting 75.3% 80.1% +4.8
their agreed payment plans

In 2013-14, 155 new customers entered Western Water's Customer Support Program,
and 25 customers re-entered the program.

TABLE 6.5 YARRA VALLEY WATER - CUSTOMERS MEETING PAYMENT PLANS

Percentage point
Indicator 2012-13 2013-14 change

Customers in hardship program meeting 83% 83% 0
their agreed payment plans

Yarra Valley Water maintained its level of compliance at 83 per cent, despite a

52 per cent increase in the number of new customers in payment plans. It submitted
that this outcome reflected internal efficiencies and process changes that enable the
business to intervene earlier when a customer starts to not meet payments.
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/ HARDSHIP AWARENESS —
BUSINESSES’ STRATEGIES

This chapter reports the results of the following indicators:

o Effectiveness of outreach activities to engage with vulnerable or hardship
customers

« Staff training and awareness of vulnerability and hardship indicators to implement
early intervention strategies.

e Water businesses’ cooperation through innovations and using similar programs or
techniques with success.

+ Meetings between water businesses to discuss best practices.

The water businesses employ a range of strategies to develop and deliver their
hardship policies. They focus externally (via outreach activities) on engaging customers
who may be in hardship, ensuring those customers are aware that assistance is
available. In addition, they have an internal focus, training staff to improve early
intervention and cooperating with the other water businesses.

7.1 OUTREACH ACTIVITIES

Businesses conducted a range of outreach activities to engage vulnerable and
hardship customers, including:

o attendance at community festivals and events

o letters and phone calls to customers who default on payment arrangements,
providing them with information on customer support

e personal visits to customers at risk of hardship who have not been contacted by
phone or mail

« information kiosks at Centrelink offices
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« involvement with community events that include culturally and linguistically diverse
(CALD) groups

o ftranslated publications and interpreter services for English as a second language
customers.

The businesses submitted that the success of these programs was reflected in the
increased number of customers accessing the programs. Two large scale programs
were:

o South East Water's (SEW) Solutions on Tap program, which integrates support
options as a one-stop-shop, and is designed to increase awareness and uptake of
payment and assistance programs

o Yarra Valley Water's WaterCare program to promote support options. A WaterCare
vulnerability telephone number was created in August 2013, which was used by
12 903 customers to 30 June 2014.

7.2 STAFF TRAINING AND AWARENESS

The water businesses developed strategies to train their staff on the vulnerable and
hardship customer support available. The training encompassed not only staff in
hardship teams, but also contact centre and other front line staff. Kildonan Uniting Care
reviewed all the businesses’ customer services and policies, and identified staff training

that was necessary.

The businesses also trained their staff in how to assist customers in hardship. This
training included hardship awareness training — that is, ways to identify whether
customers are in hardship even if they do not explicitly identify as such. The water
businesses’ submissions reported significant work to improve staff training, with
initiatives continuing to be tested and rolled out.

7.3 WATER BUSINESSES’ COOPERATION

Water business cooperation is measured to improve the cooperation among
businesses in delivering their hardship policies. Overall, the water businesses reported
a high level of cooperation — with each other and with community agencies — to share
insights and develop best practice for hardship policies.
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The businesses created a Vulnerable Customers Taskforce to develop strategies to
support vulnerable customers. The taskforce includes community sector agencies such
as Kildonan, Good Shepherd and the Adult Migrant Education Service. It established
the Vulnerable Customer Working Group (VCWG), including operational leads from the
four water businesses.

For this reporting period, the water businesses began tracking the number of their
meetings related to hardship policy (table 7.1).

TABLE 7.1 MEETING BETWEEN WATER BUSINESSES

Change in
no. of
Measure Definition 2012-13 2013-14 meetings
Meetings between Any meeting or discussion between multiple water businesses na 30 na
water businesses to that is directly related to vulnerable and hardship customers
discuss best practice =~ — that is, the Vulnerable Customers Taskforce, working

groups, meetings with hardship representatives, and any
phone meetings or conference calls

na Not available.

The water businesses submitted that the Vulnerable Customers Taskforce and VCWG
met regularly to discuss:

e progress on joint initiatives such as an English as a second language syllabus
« learnings from programs/activities underway

« the consistency of industry guidelines and definitions.

Taskforce work in 2013-14 included:
e commissioning of a joint research project through GA Research

e atwo day innovation workshop attended by more than 45 stakeholders from
government, the water industry, social groups and the community

« the development of better practice guidelines for assisting vulnerable and hardship
customers

« sharing of City West Water’'s English as a second language syllabus
« attendance at the Financial Councillors Australia Conference

e representation at the Financial and Consumer Rights Council.
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