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These impacts are compounded by retailer practice. Community sector workers have 

observed that retailers often fail to deliver adequate assistance to customers experiencing 

payment difficulty. This includes consistently failing to support customers to switch to the 

most affordable offer available and failing to ensure customers are receiving eligible 

concessions.  

In a recent survey of financial counsellors, only 12 per cent of respondents rated energy 

retailers around Australia as “excellent” in their hardship responses – well behind water and 

banking sectors. Key failings highlighted by financial counsellors included: a lack of proactive 

support, burdensome eligibility checks, and disconnection processes misused as 

‘engagement’ tools.2  

These findings from the financial counselling sector correspond with concerns raised more 

broadly across the VCOSS membership.  

Throughout the ERCOP review, VCOSS has been pleased to see the ESC embed a holistic 

understanding of the cost pressures and hardships that Victorian households face. We are 

also glad to see that the ESC has heard from both consumer advocates and consumers with 

lived experience of payment difficulty in developing the suite of reforms proposed in this RIS. 

We particularly applaud the decision to explore automating elements of payment difficulty 

protections. The automation of processes to support customers has the greatest potential 

positive impact, given that many consumers in hardship face structural barriers in the market 

and receive inconsistent support by retailers. 

  

 
2 Financial Counselling Victoria and Financial Counselling Australia (2025) Rank the Energy Retailer 2025: Research findings 

from a 2025 survey of financial counsellors on the hardship practices of Australian energy retailers, p6. 
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The omission of explicit informed consent has been raised by retailers as a major concern 

with this reform. However, retailers routinely raise prices without needing consent, so the 

argument that retailers should require consent to lower rates makes little sense. 

To support the opt-out function, there must be measures to ensure that notification to 

consumers is understandable and accessible, such as the provision of plain English wording, 

and easy-to-understand information showing the cost differences between the previous and 

new pricing structures.  

A note on market offers with incentives 

Throughout the consultation for this reform package, energy retailers have raised market 

offers with incentives – such as free Netflix subscriptions included as part of the contract – as 

one reason why some customers may want to be, or should be, on offers that are priced 

above the most affordable offer. VCOSS rejects this reasoning. 

It is our view that most energy offers with incentives benefit the retailer at the consumer’s 

expense. This occurs by obscuring the true cost of energy and providing mediocre or dubious 

add-on benefits to the customer, while retailers reclaim the costs of incentives with 

uncompetitive prices. 

VCOSS undertook a brief survey of available offers with incentives provided by the top 10 

retailers by market share and found: 

• Most offers with incentives have uncompetitive prices, with either supply or usage 

charges priced close to or above the Victorian Default Offer (VDO). 

• Many benefits are simply one-off cash or credit bonuses on sign up. 

• Ongoing benefits usually provide small discounts on other purchases, such as points 

on rewards schemes, or free memberships that offer reduced prices on things like 

tickets and groceries – many of these discounts are small, and many require 

consumers to make separate purchases of goods and services to access savings. 

• Some incentives include charity donations or carbon offsets that provide no direct 

financial benefit to the customer. 

We do not doubt that some consumers would want to sign up to these offers.  

However, VCOSS is extremely sceptical that consumers who are struggling to pay for energy, 

or who are over $1,000 in debt, would object to forfeiting these dubious benefits for reduced 

ongoing costs.  

We do not agree with retailers that the existence of these types of offers is sufficient reason 

for any customer who is in payment difficulty to be paying higher prices for essential energy 

than they need to.  
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Confusing and time-consuming switching processes mean many consumers would not even 

try searching for better offers due to the belief that the potential savings do not outweigh the 

cost in time to find and compare offers. Unsurprisingly, many consumers express a 

preference for a simplified relationship with electricity.8  

It is unconscionable that any Victorian household is paying potentially hundreds of dollars 

more than they need to each year for an essential service, in part because retailers are not 

adequately facilitating customers’ engagement with the market. VCOSS regards this situation, 

and the constant need to revisit it in regulatory reform, as a clear failing of the retail energy 

market to deliver on even the simplest supposed benefits of a privatised system. 

VCOSS supports the proposed minimum requirements to provide clear and simple 

instructions on retailer websites on how to switch to the best offer, have website and 

telephone processes for switching to the best offer, and to provide a simple and accessible 

processes for customers to compare their current plan to other plans available to them, 

including the best offer.  

We believe that these requirements will benefit customers, and that these benefits outweigh 

costs to retailers, who should bear a responsibility to facilitate engagement with the market. 

Retailers should also have sufficient processes in place to identify customers’ best offer due 

to existing regulatory requirements, reducing the implementation cost. 

It is essential to keep a baseline of minimum requirements when enacting outcomes-based 

or principles-based regulatory frameworks 

VCOSS supports the ESC exploring outcomes-based and principles-based regulatory 

frameworks in reforming the ERCOP. However, we are pleased to see that the ESC will 

maintain a baseline of minimum requirements, such as those discussed above. 

We often hear from frontline member organisations that retailers tend to do the very bare 

minimum to satisfy their regulatory obligations when providing assistance to customers. This 

can lead to consumer harms. For example, retailers often put customers requiring tailored 

assistance on unaffordable payment plans with the minimum payback period required by 

regulations. For this reason, we are hopeful that outcomes-based frameworks might work to 

lift the standard across the industry by incentivising best practice. We also encourage 

regulators to further explore consumer duties – as exist in other sectors – such as the 

requirement for financial institutions to act honestly, fairly, and efficiently. 

However, we strongly emphasise the importance of minimum requirements to ensure a 

baseline of acceptable behaviour by retailers.  

 
8 Energy Consumers Australia found that among respondents to their Consumer Energy Report Card survey, over half (56%) 

of Victorians say they want a basic relationship with the electricity system. See: Energy Consumers Australia 
(2024) Consumer Energy Report Card - Data | December 2024 | Residential topline data tables. 
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We remain sceptical that all retailers – motivated by profit – would provide adequate and 

consistent levels of support across the market under purely outcomes or principles-based 

regulations.  

The measurement of the results of these new types of regulatory frameworks are also 

essential, and we trust the ESC will monitor whether regulations are having the desired 

outcome. Such frameworks should only be maintained if they improve outcomes for 

consumers, rather than reduce compliance costs for energy businesses. 
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VCOSS notes that for this reform, the ESC is proposing that retailers would not be required to 

secure explicit informed consent from customers before changing their bill to ensure a 

reasonable price. As discussed above, VCOSS supports this, provided there are clear 

safeguards such as an opt-out and/or cooling-off period built in. 

Setting a “reasonable” price for electricity 

With regards to setting the definition of a “reasonable” price for electricity, VCOSS supports 

the use of the VDO as a benchmark. However, with regards to considering prices above the 

VDO reasonable if they include additional benefits, we reiterate our position stated above, 

that add-on incentives to market offers largely work to obscure the true cost of the service 

and are often of dubious value to consumers. VCOSS recommends that these incentives be 

considered as separate to the cost of energy plans and be excluded from consideration of a 

reasonable price. 

Setting a “reasonable” price for gas 

In the absence of an equivalent to the VDO for gas, VCOSS supports the proposed proscribed 

factors for a reasonable price: 

• The lowest cost generally available plan to the retailer’s new customers 

• The median price paid by customers of the retailer 

• The price of the retailer’s standing offers 

• The value of any additional benefits to the customer 

• Any other matter specified in a guideline issued by the Commission. 

In responding to these factors, we would emphasise the need for the ESC to take adequate 

monitoring and enforcement action to ensure compliance, given the comparative complexity 

of these factors for gas, as opposed to simply using the VDO in the context of electricity.  

We also reiterate that add-on incentives should not be considered as a reason to allow prices 

that fall above the proscribed factors. 

This is a clear instance in which consumers, regulators and potentially retailers would benefit 

from an equivalent mechanism to the VDO for the gas market. It has been a longstanding 

VCOSS recommendation to the Victorian Government that there should be an equivalent 

default offer for gas, with a price set by the ESC through a review process like the current 

VDO process. This would also be an essential regulatory safeguard for consumers in the 

context of the transition away from gas to all-electric homes. 

VCOSS acknowledges that the introduction of such an offer would require an order-in-council 

or legislative change from the Victorian Government and is not within the ESC’s power to 

enact. 
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VCOSS is glad to see that the Energy and Climate Change Ministerial Council has asked senior 

officials from the Commonwealth, States and Territories to work with Services Australia on 

options for supporting concession card holders to access state-based energy rebates.13 

  

 
13 Energy and Climate Change Ministerial Council (2024) Meeting Communique 19 July 2024. 
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VCOSS also notes the Victorian Government’s policy direction on household electrification. As 

these policy processes are working towards most households being primarily on a single 

energy fuel source – electricity – it is conceivable that households will regularly have a single 

bill exceeding $500. For customers left on the gas network in the future, increasing network 

charges may also raise gas bills further. 

It is also important to keep in mind how the reforms proposed in the RIS interact. We note 

that the that the proposed threshold for automatic switching to a retailer’s best offer is 

$1,000, seemingly creating a situation where a disengaged customer could be disconnected 

prior to being switched to a more affordable offer or receiving assistance. 

With this context in mind, the ESC should set the minimum disconnection amount as high as 

possible, based on a holistic consideration of all essential household costs. As thresholds 

decided at a specific point in time are not future-proofed – especially given the momentum 

on electrification – the amount should be reviewed regularly, potentially alongside the 

annual VDO pricing review. 

Disconnections should be phased out 

VCOSS does not believe that disconnections should ever occur, as the potential for harms are 

simply too great. When someone is in debt to their energy retailer, they are often 

experiencing intersecting hardships, and likely have other debts that they are juggling at the 

same time as struggling to pay for ongoing essential costs. They are forced to make tough 

choices between essentials like healthcare costs, housing costs, school costs, groceries, and 

other bills on top of energy. 

This is because for many lower income households – and especially households relying on 

income support payments – the money coming in simply does not cover necessary expenses. 

In this context, disconnecting a household from an essential service does not improve the 

customer’s ability to pay. Rather, it endangers health, safety, wellbeing, exacerbates social 

and digital exclusion, and reduces dignity. 

Concerningly, cohorts experiencing vulnerability are also the most likely to be disconnected. 

Research carried out by the Justice and Equity Centre (formerly the Public Interest Advocacy 

Centre) in New South Wales found that demographic groups frequently associated with 

economic disadvantage, and particularly women, young people, First Peoples, and people 

with disability, were more likely to have experiences of debt or disconnection for energy, gas, 

or water.18 

Ultimately, policymakers and regulators should work towards banning disconnections 

altogether.  

 
18 Public Interest Advocacy Centre (2024) Powerless: Debt and disconnection. 






