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Dear Mr Yuen
Better protections for life support customers in Victoria — Submission to draft decision

AusNet welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Essential Services Commission’s (Commission)
Better Protections for Life Support Customers in Victoria draft decision (draft decision).

AusNet strongly supports the Commission’s draft decision, including important reforms to simplify life support
registration processes, identify and triage life support customers during emergencies and prolonged power
outages and improve customer communications. These reforms are expected to bring meaningful change to
how life support customers can be supported by gas and electricity retailers and distributors, while simplifying
and improving energy market processes. In particular, the reforms will play a pivotal role in how distributors and
emergency services priorifise assistance during major unplanned outages.

In our submission, we provide recommendations with regard to the implementation of the proposed reforms for
the Commission’s consideration, including a review of the proposed drafting of the Electricity Distribution Code
of Practice (EDCOP), Gas Distribution Code of Practice (GDCOP) and Energy Retail Code of Practice (ERCOP)
(Codes of Practice). We also indicate where changes to the market procedures, administered by the Australian
Energy Market Operator (AEMO), are likely to be required.

Our key recommendations are summarised below with detail provided in the body of the submission.

¢ Maintaining accurate life support registers where retailers are responsible for registration and deregisiration
— AusNet supports retailers being solely responsible for life support registration and deregistration, as they
are the primary point of contact for customers. However, retailer churn can result in distributor registers
retaining legacy life support records associated with an outgoing retailer that are not aligned with the
incoming retailer’'s confirmation of a customer’s current life support needs. To support accurate and current
distributor records, we recommend that a clear pathway is provided for distributors to remove or
‘deactivate’ legacy life support records that are not supported by an active retailer-held registration.

o Distributor notification of life support requirements to retailer — AusNet supports the Commission’s proposed
‘no wrong door’ approach, whereby customers may advise distributors of their life support requirements
and distributors must then notify retailers of the customer’s request for life support registration. To reduce
complexity and limit ambiguity in how this obligation applies across multiple customer contact channels,
AusNet recommends that valid life support requests to distributors be limited to contact centre interactions,
where staff are appropriately frained to manage life support enquiries.

e Collection of life support equipment information — To support the identification of customers with a ‘life-
threatening condition’, AusNet considers it paramount that life support equipment information, which is
necessary for the triaging process, is collected exclusively from medical confirmation forms and only
recorded in the register following receipt of a medical confirmation form.

e Standardised medical confirmation form — AusNet supports the development of a standardised medical
confirmation form to improve life support register accuracy and reduce ambiguity. We recommend the
form be required to be fuel-specific, i.e., specify whether it applies to electricity or gas, to reduce ambiguity
regarding which fuel source provides life support for the customer and to reduce instances where
customers are registered for life support in both electricity and gas based on one medical form. We also
recommend the ‘life-threatening condition’ definition be included in the form fo enable consistency of ifs
application by medical practitioners.
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e Communication preferences (electiricity) — AusNet supports the Commission’s review of the ERCOP and the
proposal for retailers to share communication preferences for life support customers and secondary
contacts with electricity distributors. To avoid duplication in obligations and operational processes, AusNet
proposes that retailers be required to share communication preferences for all customers, regardless of life
support status, including any nominated secondary contacts, and that the corresponding requirement for
distributors to record communication preferences supplied directly by customers be removed from the
EDCOP.

e Communication preferences and secondary contacts (gas) — AusNet proposes that the Commission
consider whether infroducing a secondary contact person and a requirement to capture communication
preferences is appropriate for gas customers, noting the scope and scale of change required for gas
distribution networks is materially greater than for electricity, given the absence of existing obligations and
supporting systems.

 Planned outage nofifications to secondary contacts — AusNet supports the intent for distributors to notify
nominafed secondary contacts of planned outages for life support customers, however this is required to
be reflected in the drafting of the EDCOP. Notfifications to secondary contacts should be supplementary
to primary customer communications, with compliance expectations aligned to the lower level of risk.

AusNet notes that implementation of the proposed changes requires significant modifications to AusNet’s digital
systems and changes to customer management. AusNet infends to recover the efficient costs of the
implementation of the reforms through the cost pass-through mechanism for the electricity and gas networks.

We appreciate the opporfunity to contribute to this important consultation and look forward to working
collaboratively to improve outcomes for life support customers.

Please do not hesitate to contact me of I C out this submission.

Sincerely

Compliance Manager, Distribution
AusNet
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AusNet supports the draft decision to make retailers solely responsible for life support customer registration and
deregistration processes. Clear, single-entity ownership is essential to improving register accuracy, reducing
complexity across the market and simplifying the end-to-end process for customers.

In reviewing the draft decision, AusNet recommends further consideration should be given to some aspects of
the drafting in the Codes of Practice to aid practicalimplementation of the reforms. These are addressed below.

1.1 Retailer churn and deactivation of ‘inactive’ records

As part of AEMO’s market procedures, when a life support customer fransfers to a new retailer, the outgoing
retailer is not required fo formally remove the customer from its life support register as they are no longer
responsible for the customer. At the same time, the incoming retailer is required to ask whether life support
protections are required by its new customer and register the customer where this is confirmed. However, there
is no corresponding obligation on the incoming retailer to nofify the distributor where the customer does not
confirm an ongoing need for life support protections. This reflects a systems limitation in the current framework
as the incoming retailer does not have visibility of, and does not inherit, an existing life support flag from the
outgoing retailer through AEMO's market systems. As a result, the incoming retailer may not have awareness of
any prior life support status and therefore no frigger to notify the distributor in circumstances where the customer
does nof register as requiring life support with them.

In practice, this results in life support records maintained by distributors retaining outdated or potentially
inaccurate records following retailer churn. This issue also arises for vacant sites, where a life support flag may
persist in distributor systems despite there being no current customer or active life support requirement.

Under the current framework, distributors can deregister life support records where they become aware that the
customer has transferred to another retailer, provided they follow the nofification procedures. This provides a
mechanism fo resolve inactive records and maintain alignment between retailer and distributor records.
However, the proposed reforms remove this mechanism by shiffing responsibility for life support register
management solely to retailers. In the absence of both visibility of prior life support status and any obligation fo
notify distributors where no registratfion is received, there is no effective mechanism to resolve outdated
distributor records following retailer churn. This increases the risk of outdated or inaccurate records persisting
over time which is inconsistent with the intent of the reforms to improve life support register accuracy and
customer outcomes.

The current reforms provide an opportunity to address this gap in a targeted and practical way. AusNet
considers that thisissue is fundamentally one of data accuracy and record management, rather than a process
of deregistration. Accordingly, distributors should retain a limited ability to manage or clean up legacy records
where there is no evidence of current life support registration following a retailer churn, or where the site is vacant
and there is no active customer account. In particular, AusNet proposes that distributors be permitted to remove
or otherwise ‘deactivate’ historical life support records which are no longer supported by an active life support
registration held by the current retailer. 'Deactivation’ in this context is infended as a data hygiene mechanism
for distributors’ registers to reflect the customer’s current life support status. We propose that it would be distinct
from 'deregistration’ because it does not represent a removal of a customer’s current life support protections.

Any such mechanism should be designed to maintain alignment between distributor records and current
retailer-held information, without introducing unnecessary complexity into retailer processes or market systems.
Importantly, it should operate in a way that does not cut across, delay or override a customer’s ability fo be
registered for life support protections, for example, where a life support registration with the new retailer is sfill
underway. AusNet considers that further consideration is required to determine the most appropriate way to
give effect to this outcome, including potentially within the Codes of Practice and AEMO’s market procedures.
AusNet would welcome the opportunity to work with the Commission to develop a practical and proportionate
solution that achieves the infended improvement in register accuracy while maintaining appropriate customer
protections.

1.2 ‘No wrong door’

The draft decision proposes that where a customer contacts a distributor to request life support registration, the
distributor must notify the customer’s retailer of the request. AusNet supports this ‘no wrong door’ approach,
however further consideration should be given to formalising what constitutes a customer request to distributors,
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as distributors have several contact points with customers, including through the contact centre, in the field,
through the website, through social media and others.

In AusNet'’s experience, life support registrations are most appropriately discussed with customers through the
contact centre where the staff are trained to engage on life support requirements. We therefore recommend
the reforms clarify that distributors must notify retailers of a request for life support registration when advised by
a customer through a contact centre call. This would reduce ambiguity around the requirements if, in
exceptional circumstances, a customer may discuss their life support equipment or requirements with staff who
are not trained to manage life support registrations (e.g., field crew attending a site, communications staff
managing social media accounts, etc.).

Further, the proposed framework does not consider this notification to retailers to be a life support registration as
only retailers will be able to initiate the registration process. Therefore, AusNet proposes the relevant clauses also
reflect that distributors must only notify retailers that a customer requires life support equipment and not include
further registration details such as the date from which the life support equipment is required.

AusNet's proposed amendments to the Commission’s draft EDCOP (clause 12.2.1) and draft GDCOP (clause 7)
are setf out in the blue text below:

Within one business day affer being advised by a small customer via the distributor’s contact centre
that a life support resident resides, or is intending fo reside, at the small customer’s premises, a
disfributor must nofify the retailer that a person residing or intending to reside at the small customer’s
premises requires life support equipment-and-the-date-from-which-the-life-support-equipmentis
reguired.

AusNet notes AEMO procedures will need to consider a mechanism for an automated notification to distributors,
likely through a new market fransaction category.

Under the current arrangements, life support equipment information is mostly recorded during the initial
registration process, before medical confirmation is received. In major unplanned outage scenarios, this
information plays a pivotal role in how distributors and emergency services triage life support customers and
prioritise assistance. To support the objective of the reforms to improve emergency triage outcomes, AusNet
considers it critical that this information is derived only from a medical confirmation form, rather than preliminary
information collected during life support registration. Medical practitioners are best placed to determine the
type of equipment relied upon and the customer’s needs, and this information should be freated as the
definitive source for emergency management purposes.

While the draft ERCOP includes a proposed requirement (clause 165(1)(c)(ii)) that life support equipment must
be recorded or updated upon receipt of a medical confirmation form, it does not explicitly specify that life
support equipment information should only be recorded or updated once medical confirmation has been
received. Accurately recording life support equipment will drive distributors’ approach to triaging customers
during major unplanned outages and supporting life support customers more generally.

AusNet therefore recommends that the Commission clarify that the life support equipment recorded on a life
support register should only capture the details provided in a medical confirmation form, once that form is
received. AusNet proposes the infroduction of a new clause in the ERCOP, as set out below, to avoid potential
inaccuracies in life support equipment information captured in registers.

165(1)(c)(ii) (A) For the avoidance of doubt, the information specified in clause 165(1)(c)(ii] must
only be derived from a medical confirmation form.

This approach would improve register accuracy, better reflect customer needs and support more effective
prioritisation during prolonged outage events.

AusNet supports the development of a standardised medical confirmation form, to improve the accuracy and
consistency of the life support register. The standardised medical confirmation form can address several
challenges with the current life support registration, including where dual-fuel customers are often registered for
life support in gas and electricity even if their life support equipment is only electricity-dependent. AusNet
recommends that the standardised medical confirmation form include:
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e a clearrequirement for the life support equipment to be specified as being gas or electricity-dependent,
to clearly distinguish between gas and electricity life support requirements; and

e the definition of ‘life-threatening condition' on the medical confirmation form, to aid the consistent
interpretation of life support requirements by medical practitioners.

We look forward to engaging further with the Commission and the Australian Energy Market Commission on the
standardisation of the medical confirmation form, following the conclusion of the EDCOP and GDCOP reform:s.

4.1 Communication preferences and secondary contacts
Electricity

AusNet supports the Commission’s review of the ERCOP and agrees with the proposal to require retailers to
collect preferred communication methods for life support customers and secondary contacts and share that
information with distributors. However, AusNet considers the proposed changes should go further to avoid
duplication in obligations and operational processes. In particular, AusNet proposes that retailers be required to
share communication preferences for all customers, regardless of life support status, including any nominated
secondary contacts, and that the corresponding requirement for distributors to record communication
preferences supplied directly by customers be removed from the EDCOP.

This approach would promote consistent customer communications, improve data quality and remove the
need for distributors o manage parallel processes for recording communication preferences, as proposed in
the draft EDCOP. As retailers own the customer relationship, they are best placed to collect and maintain
communication preferences and relevant contact details through regular customer interactions.

Under the current EDCOP, distributors are required to enable customers to nominate their preferred
communication method, and this obligation has not been amended in the proposed draft EDCOP. Unless
communication preferences and relevant contact details are shared comprehensively by retailers, distributors
would be required to operate two separate processes for recording customer preferences — one based on
retailer-provided data for life support customers and secondary contacts, and another based on details
provided directly by customers to distributors.

In practice, distributors have infrequent and limited direct interaction with customers and do not routinely
receive nominated communication preferences through customer contact. This is reflected in the fact that
fewer than 1% of AusNet's electricity customers have nominated a communication preference. Requiring
retailers to share communication preferences for all customers would support data integrity by maintaining
retailer records as the single source of truth.

Gas

The GDCOP currently in effect does not require gas distributors to record customer communication preferences,
unlike the EDCOP. Consequently, AusNet's digital systems have not been designed to store this information or
to support electronic communications with gas customers.

Given the infrequency of planned outages on AusNet’s gas network and the long-established reliance on
physical notfices to communicate with affected gas customers, implementing the proposed changes to the
GDCOP would require significant system and process investment.

In light of these factors, AusNet recommends that the Commission consider whether introducing a ‘secondary
contact person’ in the GDCOP, as well as the requirement to capture, and presumably use, life support
customers’ and secondary contacts’ preferred communication methods, is appropriate for gas customers.

If communication preferences, and secondary contact persons, are introduced, AusNet would need to
infroduce the capability to receive preferences and provide alternative contact methods. This may require cost
recovery through a cost pass-through to meet implementation timelines, subject to the materiality of the
changes.

4.2 Planned outage notifications

The draft EDCOP includes the below definition of ‘secondary contact person’.
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secondary contact person in relation to premises that have been, or are to be, registered as
requiring life support equipment, means an additional person (which may, without limitation, be
the life support resident) nominated by the life support customer to a retailer, to be provided with
information, notices or requests where such information, notices or requests are required to be
given to a life support customer.

AusNet interprets the definition to include a requirement for distributors to issue planned outage notifications to
nominated secondary contacts. However, clause 11.5.1 of the draft EDCOP is unchanged from the drafting of
the EDCOP currently in effect. AusNet suggests the Commission update the clause to reflect the requirement to
notify secondary contacts of planned outages impacting life support customers if this is the Commission’s
infention.

AusNet notes that any obligation on distributors to issue additional life-support related communications can only
be practically implemented where nominated secondary contact person details are provided in a prescribed
and complete manner. Further, AusNet considers that the obligation to issue these communications to
secondary contacts does not carry the same compliance risk as primary nofification requirements. The intent of
the proposed reform is to provide supplementary and supporting information, rather than to establish an
alternative or primary communication channel. In this context, a failure to provide communications to
secondary contacts does not present the same level of risk to life support customers as a failure to provide
communications directly to those life support customers. AusNet recommends that this disfinction be
appropriately reflected in the enforcement regime so that obligations and their associated consequences
remain proportionate to the level of risk involved.





