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Essential Services Commission
Level 8, 570 Bourke St
Melbourne VIC 3000

via email: water@esc.vic.gov.au

Dear Gerard and team,
RE: Water Price Review 2026

We welcome the opportunity to provide a submission to the Essential Services Commission’s
(ESC) Water Price Review 2026 draft decisions for Melbourne Water (MW) and North East Water
(NEW). This submission should be read in conjunction with our initial submission to the Water
Price Review, dated 12 December 2025.

On the whole we support both draft decisions, and note that the ESC has found a good balance
between managing necessary and unavoidable operational and capital expenditure across
both MW and NEW, while finding cost savings that will ultimately be felt in water bills to
customers.

Melbourne Water Draft Decision

We reiterate our support of MW’s proposed customer support measures, including the water
efficiency program, sector uplift program and partnership with water businesses to deliver a
hardship grant. Importantly, we believe that contributions to the Financial Counselling Industry
Fund (FCIF) are a critical component of ensuring that customers in hardship are able to access
critical assistance early.

Again, we urge the ESC to make it possible for all Victorian water corporations to make the
same commitments in their Price Submissions as they become due, to ensure adequate
financial counselling capacity across the state. These contributions to FCIF should be made in
a way that ensures funds contributed by Victorian water corporations are expended within
Victoria.

We note the commentary in the draft decision relating to large and/or complex connections,
such as those relating to data centres. FCVic has not engaged with Melbourne Water on this
topic, but we will note that financial counsellors in our Essential Services Network have had
discussions relating the energy and water demands of data centres and subsequent impacts on
customers overall, and potential interrupted access for local residents. We would be interested
in having further discussions about customer impacts of any decisions on this topic.

North East Water Draft Decision
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We strongly support the ESC’s decision to consider NEW’s 2024-25 additional hardship support
costs as recurrent costs to remain in the baseline operating expenditure, in addition to the new
Customer Care Fair Practice Plan.

Cost of living pressures for the most vulnerable communities is clearly increasing demand for
financial counselling. There was a 17 per cent increase in Victorian calls to the National Debt
Helpline (NDH) in the first three months of this year when compared to the same period last
year. Atthe same time, Victorian NDH chats in March 2026 increased by 30 per cent on the
same period in the previous year. These are all indicators of the increasing pressure on
Victorian households due to the current economic crisis fuelled by global events —in this
context, hardship supports by essential service providers should not be wound back or
considered ‘additional’ rather than ‘baseline’.

We thank the ESC for echoing our December 2025 recommendations relating to NEW delivering
on a more nuanced approach to financial disadvantage and hardship, through accessible
communication and systemic approaches to resolving hardship.

Thank you for your consideration of the above feedback. Please contact FCVic’s Advocacy
Manager Amanda Chan on || you have further questions.

Regards,

Zyl Hovenga-Wauchope
Chief Executive Officer
Financial Counselling Victoria





