GSANZ 2026 Submission to Energy Retail Code of
Practice review

Strengthening Family Violence Protections

Introduction

Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand (‘Good Shepherd’) welcomes the opportunity to
contribute to the review of family violence protections under the Energy Retail Code of

Practice.

Through our national family violence, financial wellbeing and hardship services Good
Shepherd supports victim-survivors who are navigating energy debt, unsafe account
access, and significant barriers to seeking assistance. Our practitioners regularly observe
how coercive control extends into essential services, including restricted access to
accounts, unsafe communication practices, debt accumulation driven by forced
non-payment, and fear of disengaging due to disconnection risk. These dynamics
compound financial hardship and can actively undermine safety, recovery and

independence.

While the current Code includes important provisions relating to family violence,
practitioner experience indicates that protections are applied inconsistently across
retailers and settings. In practice, outcomes for customers depend heavily on individual
retailer policy, staff discretion and system capability, rather than on clear, enforceable
minimum standards. Gaps in specificity—particularly around when family violence
protections must be activated, how safe communication is established, how debt is
managed, and how accountability is enforced—leave victim-survivors exposed to

avoidable harm, repeated disclosure, and escalating financial distress.

Good Shepherd’s recommendation is that the Code sets clear, minimum family violence
standards supported by defined decision rights, reporting and regulatory oversight. This
will provide certainty for retailers, reduce reliance on discretionary or ad-hoc responses,
and—most importantly—ensure that customers experiencing family violence can access
timely, safe and effective protections regardless of who provides their energy service.
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Summary of key recommendations

Good Shepherd recommends that the Energy Retail Code of Practice establish clear,
enforceable minimum standards to protect customers experiencing family violence.
These standards should:

+ Activate immediately on disclosure or indicators, without evidentiary thresholds
+ Ensure safe communication and privacy by default

+ Prevent debt escalation, unsafe disconnection, and harmful debt practices

« Enable safe account management without perpetrator involvement

+ Apply consistently across retailers and embedded networks

These protections should be supported by minimum training standards, documented
procedures, measurable reporting, and regulatory oversight, including guidance, audit
and enforcement where systemic non-compliance is identified.
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Response to review questions

Good Shepherd's submission is entirely focused on the questions relating to
strengthening the family violence protections under the Energy Retail Code of Practice.
Our submission is informed by Good Shepherd practitioners from across Good
Shepherd's services, drawing on their expertise and experience in supporting victim-

survivors of family violence and helping them to achieve financial wellbeing.

Q1. Should we make changes to the code of practice to strengthen family violence
protections? If so, what should change?

Position

Good Shepherd considers amendments to the Code necessary to ensure family violence
protections are safe, consistent, timely and enforceable across the sector. Practitioner
experience indicates persistent risks from unsafe contact, repeated disclosure, debt
escalation, and inconsistent retailer practice. The Code should set minimum standards
that activate immediately on disclosure or indicators of family violence to protect
privacy and safety by default, prevent financial harm, and create clear accountability so
customers receive the same protections regardless of retailer.

Key Issues & Recommended Changes

Drafting note: The recommendations below are intended to operate as mandatory,
enforceable obligations under the Energy Retail Code of Practice unless otherwise
specified. To support consistent implementation, Code obligations should clearly state:

« the trigger (disclosure or indicators),

e the minimum required action,

¢ thetiming,

e the decision rights and escalation, and

e recordkeeping, reporting and audit expectations.

Where proportionate implementation is proposed, this relates to how obligations are

delivered (e.g. systems or reporting format), not whether protections apply.
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1. Safe Communication Practices

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

e Customers affected by family violence are often unable to safely engage

« Safe contact methods are not consistently established or followed, resulting in
unsafe communication (e.g., identifiable letters, disclosure of forwarding address)

e Customers are required to repeatedly disclose their circumstances, increasing
distress and risk of re-traumatisation

e Interpreter services and accessible communication options are inconsistently
offered

e Some customers report not feeling heard or believed.

Recommended changes:
Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

e Require retailers to support safe communication requirements through staff
training and system design, including prompts, flags and controls that guide staff
to use approved safe contact methods

» Define a minimum standard for safe, flexible contact, such as a
customer-nominated call-back window, secure digital channels that do not
reveal the purpose of contact, and at least one extended-hours option

¢ Require retailers to take steps to document and ensure compliance with a
customer’s preferred safe contact method and time

¢ Require provision of flexible and accessible communication channels.

e Require retailers to ensure communications do not disclose family violence status,
personal information, or location (including forwarding address) to any party
without the customer’s explicit consent and must use neutral language and
packaging for all written contact

¢ Require a 'needBtol@know’ case flag that limits access to trained staff, links to a
documented safe contact plan visible at point of service and maintains an audit
trail of access and changes

e Require access to family violence and interpreter services where requested by the

customer
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e Require all communication to be customer-centred and trauma-informed,
including practices that ensure customers are listened to, believed, and not

required to justify or prove their experience (see section 7).
2. Information Sharing & Consent

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

e Customers face safety risks where personal or account information is disclosed
without appropriate safeguards

e Where accounts are held in the perpetrator’'s name, customers may be unable to
transfer, close, or manage accounts without the perpetrator’s consent

e Privacy risks extend across third parties, including debt collectors

« Essential services (electricity, Wi-Fi, mobile) may remain linked to the perpetrator,
affecting safety and independence

e Customers fall through the gaps when they move house or accounts are closed.
Recommended changes:

Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

¢ Require all customerZfacing staff to receive training to recognise indicators of
family violence, while restricting access to recorded family violence information to
appropriately trained staff with a clear operational need. Require retailers to
enable account transfer, closure, or management without the consent of the
perpetrator where family violence is identified

e Where the victim@survivor is not the named account holder, require a safe
pathway to establish a new account and service continuity without perpetrator
involvement, and ensure no information about the victimBEsurvivor, their account,
or their location is disclosed to the other party

o Establish clear consent-based information sharing requirements, with
requirements to ensure the identity of the person giving consent has been
established

« Require retailers to contractually bind any third party (including debt collection
and billing agents) to the same family violence privacy and safe contact

requirements, with monitoring and consequences for breaches
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e Require retailers to seek clarification from the customer, following account
closure, as to whether an existing payment plan should continue, be varied or be
cancelled, and to obtain the customer’s explicit consent before taking any action
in relation to the payment plan

e Require retailers to inform customers who remain with the same retailer after a
change of address of the available options that may best suit their
circumstances. This may include transferring debt from a previous address to a
new address, to help maintain access to Utility Relief Grants or other available

assistance that may otherwise be lost.
2A. Interaction with Existing Consumer Protections

Family violence protections should operate alongside, and not be contingent upon,
hardship assistance, complaints handling or dispute resolution processes. Where a
customer affected by family violence enters a complaint, escalation or ombudsman
process ( including E WoV), Code protections should remain active until resolution, with
clear escalation and review mechanisms where protections are not applied or fail in

practice.
3. Access to Protections (Evidence Requirements )

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

¢ Requirements for evidence of family violence can delay or prevent access to
protections

e Customers may not disclose that they are experiencing family violence but
instead make indirect references, use unclear language, or indicate it is not safe
to talk

e Protections are not always activated immediately upon disclosure or

identification of family violence.

Recommended changes:

Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:
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e Require retailers to accept customer disclosure of family violence as sufficient to
trigger protections, without seeking further information or evidence

e Require activation of interim protections during the first interaction, or within one
business day where systems constraints apply, including pausing outbound
contact and disconnection processes until a safe contact plan is established

 Include a nona@exhaustive list of indicators that must trigger protections (e.g.,
customer states it is not safe to talk, requests secrecy, reports coercive control
over bills or devices, sudden address change linked to safety, or contact from a
support worker), with a clear rule: when in doubt, activate protections

e All staff trained to recognise and respond to indirect disclosures or indicators of
family violence, as well as responding to direct disclosures with capacity for yearly

refreshers.
4. Debt Management & Financial Safety

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

e Customers are advised that, to receive hardship assistance, they must access
utility relief grants and enter payment plans. The grant process places additional
burden on the victim-survivor and the payment plans established are often not
sustainable. The debt is reviewed after a short period (e.g., 3-6 months) for
consideration of assistance but often without a meaningful reduction or waiver

¢ If avictim-survivor moves to a new location, the outstanding bills are transferred
to the new addresses, further disadvantaging the customer as the new account
commences with significant arrears

« Customers may be liable for multiple accounts (previous and current), both
requiring payment

« Debt collection practices (including fees and referrals) can exacerbate financial
harm

« Customers with limited income (e.g, income support, temporary visa holders) are
disproportionately impacted by debt collection practices

e Customers struggle to navigate eligibility and access to relief.

Recommended changes:
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Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

¢ Require assessment of capacity to pay and provision of sustainable, flexible
arrangements and information provided to offer supports e.g., Financial
Counselling, The Orange Door

s Require a criteria-based approach to debt relief in family violence cases (e.g.
where debt arose from coercive control, forced non-payment, or unsafe occess),
including partial or full waiver options and a clear efficient approval pathway with
outlined timeframes

¢ Retailers must not automatically transfer arrears linked to a family violence
situation onto a new account or address, and must instead assess liability and
safety risk, quarantine disputed amounts, and offer an alternative arrangement
that does not compromise safety

e Prohibit the sale or external referral of debt for customers affected by family
violence while protections are active, unless the customer provides informed,
explicit consent and safe contact requirements can be guaranteed

« Prohibit or limit additional fees (including late and collection fees) for affected
customers

e Require staff training and debt management practices to be culturally safe and
responsive, recognising the additional barriers faced by First Nations
communities, migrant and refugee customers, and people on temporary visas
Ensure debt management practices do not increase risk or financial hardship

¢ Require retailers to establish systems and processes that enable the safe, discreet
identification of customers who may be eligible for relief

¢ Require retailers to proactively contact customers with outstanding balances and
provide support to assist with grant relief applications, rather than placing the

onus on customers to seek assistance.
5. Disconnection Protections

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

» Customers remain at risk of disconnection where they cannot sustain payment

arrangements
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e Protections against disconnection are not consistently or immediately applied

following disclosure or indicators of family violence.

Recommended changes:
Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

e Require staff training to include basic safety planning considerations when
pausing or managing disconnection processes for customers affected by family
violence

« Prohibit disconnection for non-payment for a minimum protection period (e.g. 60
days) following identification of family violence, with extensions based on
individual circumstances and active engagement with a safety plan

¢ Require immediate suspension of disconnection processes upon disclosure

e Allow flexibility based on individual circumstances.
6. Policy Gaps

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

e There is variation in the quality and application of retailer family violence policies

« Policies are not consistently updated to reflect emerging risks or best practice.

Recommended changes:
Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

e Require retailers to review and update family violence policies at least every two
years, and sooner following serious incidents, legislative change, or where
regulator guidance is provided

¢ Require policies to align with best practice for supporting customers experiencing
family violence, with the input of organisations or practitioners in the family

violence sector.
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7. Staff Training & Practice

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

¢ Inconsistent application of trauma-informed practice across energy retailers, with
the potential of leaving some customers further harmed

e Energy retailer staff, including customer-facing personnel and key managers, lack
confidence or resources to respond appropriately to disclosures or indicators of
family violence

* Thereis limited coordination with specialist family violence services regarding

best practice and appropriate referral pathways and supports.

Recommended changes:
Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

s+ Specify minimum training standards, including who must complete training (all
customer facing, hardship, credit, complaints staff, managers and executives),
frequency (onboarding plus annual refresh), minimum content (safe contact,
indicators, interpreter use, escolotion), and a basic competency check

e Require establishment of referral pathways and coordination with specialist

services.
8. Monitoring & Accountability (Reporting)

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

e There is limited visibility of whether current protections are effective in practice
e Thereis alack of structured mechanisms to capture feedback from victim-

survivors and specialist services.

Recommended changes:
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Good Shepherd recommends that the Commission formalize a partnership with an
independent specialist family and domestic violence organisation (such as, but not

limited to, Good Shepherd) to support the exercise of its existing powers.
This partnership should be used to:

« Inform the development and updating of Commission guidance and practice
notes on family violence obligations

e Advise on audit and assurance approaches, including indicators of effective and
unsafe practice

e Support the design of reporting metrics and interpretation of aggregated data to
assess real-world outcomes

e Provide expert input into continuous improvement activities arising from audits,

complaints, and reporting.

This partnership would be advisory in nature and operate within the Commission’s

existing regulatory remit.

Good Shepherd further recommends that the Code be amended to:

e Define minimum reportable metrics and common definitions, such as time to
activate protections, number of disconnections paused, debt waived or reduced,
third@party referrals avoided, and identified breaches or near@misses in safe
communication

e Customer outcomes (e.g., immediate, consistent access to
protections; privacy/safety consistently maintained across all contact)

e Require monitoring of safety, privacy, and barriers to accessing support

e Require internal review of incidents to support continuous practice improvement
in line with the Code

¢ The Code should provide for regulatory follow-up where reporting identifies
systemic non-compliance, including requirements for remediation plans and,

where appropriate, enforcement action.
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Summary of priority reforms

In summary, Good Shepherd recommends the Code establish clear, enforceable
minimum family violence standards that activate immediately on disclosure or
indicators, ensure safe communication and privacy by default, prevent debt escalation
and unsafe disconnection, enable safe account management without perpetrator
involvement, and apply consistently across retailers and embedded networks, supported

by training, reporting, and regulatory oversight.

GSANZ Submission to Energy Retail Code of Practice review 12



Q2. What family violence obligations should apply to exempt persons operating
embedded networks? Are there particular complexities we should take into account
when considering new obligations in this context?

Position

The family violence protections required of embedded network operators should be the
same to those required of licensed retailers. Practitioner experience indicates that
customers in embedded networks experience inconsistent protections, reduced agency,

and heightened vulnerability.

To prevent 'handballing’, the Code should clearly assign accountability for family
violence responses to the embedded network operator as the customer’s primary point
of contact, with responsibility to coordinate with retailers or agents without requiring

repeat disclosure by the customer.

Where multiple parties are involved, the embedded network operator should retain
primary accountability for ensuring Code compliance, regardless of whether functions

are outsourced.
l. Applicability of Protections

Issues:
Our practitioners stated that:

« Protections for customers in embedded networks are dependent on the energy
retailer

e Customers in embedded networks report distrust, frustration, and a sense of not
being heard or believed when they raise concerns

« Lower confidence and agency are common among customers in these settings,

increasing vulnerability and barriers to accessing support.
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Recommended changes:
Good Shepherd recommends that the Code be amended to:

¢ Extend core family violence obligations under the Code to embedded network
operators
e Equivalent family violence protections must apply to customers in embedded
networks. Proportionality should relate only to how obligations are implemented
(e.g. systems, reporting format), not to whether protections apply. Establish
minimum standards of training on trauma-informed practice for customer-facing
staff and key managers (those receiving escalated or complex calls) of operators
of embedded networks
e Establish minimum standards for:
o safe communication with affected customers, without seeking evidence of
family violence
o debt management requirements, including flexible, non-harmful
approaches such as pausing or restructuring debt, preventing
disconnection where family violence is disclosed, and ensuring debt
recovery practices do not exacerbate harm
e support requirements, including access to consistent family violence protections
across embedded networks and licensed retailers, clear referral pathways to
specialist support services, mandatory staff training, and ongoing monitoring and
feedback mechanisms to ensure accountability and continuous improvement

¢ Introduce oversight mechanisms to ensure compliance.
2. Unique Risks / Complexities in Embedded Networks

Our practitioners highlighted several key risks, including:

¢ Higher concentration of customers experiencing vulnerability, including those
receiving income support

« Prevalent power imbalances for customers in shared living environments (e.g.,
apartments, retirement villages, caravan parks)

¢ Increased risk of fragmented responsibility for addressing customer concerns and
delayed responses

¢ Heightened privacy and safety risks due to multiple parties involved in service

provision
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e Reduced customer confidence and capacity to seek support.
3. Practical Constraints (e.g., resources, governance)

Our practitioners highlighted that:

e Operators may have fewer resources and less developed systems than licensed
retailers

e Systems for managing complex customer needs may be less developed

e Code implementation requirements should be proportionate and supported by
guidance and tools.

4. Required Safeguards

Our practitioners highlighted that there should be:

e Mandatory training for staff on trauma-informed practice

e Application of safe communication and privacy protections equivalent to those
for licensed retailers

e Access to flexible payment arrangements, extended timeframes and bill reduction
options

¢ Prohibition of harmful debt practices, including excessive fees and inappropriate
escalation

e Clear referral pathways to external financial and family violence support services

¢ Mechanisms to capture and respond to customer feedback.

summary of Priority Actions

Good Shepherd identifies the following as the key areas of reform to strengthen family

violence protections:

e Consistent application of family violence protections across embedded networks
and licensed retailers

 Minimum compliance standards for policy, training, and practice

e Strengthened privacy and safe communication requirements across all entities

e Requirement for flexible and non-harmful debt management practices
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e Monitoring and feedback mechanisms to support accountability and continuous

improvement.

Conclusion

Good Shepherd welcomes the Commission’s continued commitment to strengthening
protections for customers affected by family violence. This submission demonstrates
that inconsistent implementation and gaps in specificity continue to expose victim-
survivors to avoidable safety, privacy and financial harms.

We recommend enforceable minimum standards that activate on disclosure or
indicators of family violence (without evidentiary thresholds), embed safe
communication and privacy by design, prevent debt escalation and unsafe
disconnections, and enable safe account management without perpetrator involvement.
Extending equivalent core obligations to embedded networks—implemented
proportionately—together with standardised reporting, escalation pathways and
regulatory oversight, will provide regulatory certainty and deliver consistent, safety-

focused outcomes across the sector.

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute. Good Shepherd would welcome the

opportunity to provide further practitioner insights to support the Commission’s review.

Stella Avramopoulos
Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand Group CEO
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