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Background
The Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) Energy Council commissioned
KPMG to undertake a review of Energy
Consumers Australia’s (ECA)
performance against its objectives. In
line with the requirements in our
constitution, the Review commenced in
the third year of our establishment and
found that overall ECA is effectively
undertaking its required activities and
operations.
The Review also made 11 recommendations about how ECA can improve its
ongoing operations. Acting on each of these recommendations in a timely
and effective way, in consultation with jurisdictions, is a strategic priority for
the ECA Board. The households and small businesses we serve are facing
major affordability challenges in a market that is changing before their eyes.
As an organisation that is working for them, we understand the urgency of
the task and must continue to improve and adapt to make the maximum
possible impact on their behalf.
Minister van Holst Pellekaan has confirmed that the Energy Council will
consider ECA’s final Review Implementation Plan alongside our 2020-21
Business Plan and Budget and to meet this timeframe a final draft of the
Review Implementation Plan should be submitted to government officials by
30 September 2019 for review.
We have therefore prepared this draft Plan setting out how each of the
recommendations will be implemented, monitored and resourced. The Plan
is informed by our evidence base and our experience since we were
established in January 2015. For each of the recommendations we make
observations based on progress to date. We outline in the Implementation
comments actions already underway through an updated Business Plan for
2019-20 and those that will be included in the Business Plan 2020-21 which
will be sent to the SA Minister for Energy and Mining by the end of
September 2019. Some actions may carry forward into the Business Plan
2021-22 for example final implementation of recommendations related to the
Grants Program Review.
We will monitor our progress internally through regular reporting to the Board
and report ongoing progress with implementation externally through our
4
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Annual Reports, using the 2018-19 Annual Report to update on actions
already completed and Annual Reports for 2019-20 and beyond to report on
new actions taken in subsequent years.
We have consulted with officials and other key stakeholders on the draft
Plan and incorporated their feedback into the plan.

Recommendations
KPMG made 11 recommendations to improve ECA’s ongoing operations,
grouped into high, medium or low priority categories. These
recommendations included specific actions aimed at:
a) ensuring ECA’s strategic priorities are regularly reviewed, reported on
and communicated to improve its transparency and prioritisation
processes;
b) implementing a rigorous and transparent performance reporting
framework to better measure the impact of ECA’s capacity building and
grant delivery activities;
c) improving ECA’s engagement with individual consumers to better assist
individuals with their energy market decision making;
d) improving ECA’s proactive reform agenda to further the interests of
consumers; and
e) resolving resourcing issues to improve consumer participation in
revenue determinations.
The High Priority recommendations address the need for ECA to:
• support individual consumer decision making in energy markets
(recommendation 4); and
• propose changes to the ECA Constitution that relate to improving the
operational effectiveness of the Board (recommendation 11).
The Medium Priority recommendations address the need for improvement in
the following areas:
• Transparency around ECA’s prioritisation of its activities and its strategic
priorities (recommendation 1).
• the broadening and deepening of ECA’s working relationships with
government stakeholders (recommendation 3).
• the transparency and impact evaluation of the Grants Program
(recommendation 7).
• undertake an assessment of the adequacy of resourcing for consumer
engagement, in particular, network revenue determination processes
(recommendation 8).
• the development of an impact reporting performance framework across
ECA’s activities, including engaging advocates in an assessment of
ECA’s performance in capacity building (recommendations 5, 6 and 10).
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The Low Priority recommendations are that ECA should:
• further the interests of consumers, through developing proposed rule
changes (recommendation 2); and
• more regularly disseminate research findings, to a wider audience
(recommendation 9).

ECA Responses to KPMG
Recommendations
1. Recommendation 4 (High Priority) – Consumer communication and
decision-making
ECA should introduce a stronger focus on communication to assist individual
consumers in their energy market decision making. To do this ECA should:
a) leverage evidence from consumers (Energy Consumer Sentiment
Survey – the ECSS), consumer advocates and technical experts to
identify those areas likely to be of the greatest material benefit to
customers;
b) use this information to include a consumer-focused component on its
website, giving clear, actionable advice on key issues; and
c) introduce a direct communications avenue to the ECA through its
website, which will enable it to understand consumer expectations and
the extent to which it is successfully addressing these.
Observations
ECA uses the evidence from consumers, consumer advocates and technical
experts to advocate for changes that can deliver the greatest material benefit
to consumers in sector processes. This evidence base – what consumers
are telling us – informs our contributions to:
• submissions to Australian Energy Market Commission (AEMC) Rule
Changes;
• network regulatory matters such as, the Australian Energy Regulator
(AER) decisions on the Rate of Return Guideline and in network revenue
determinations;
• our direct engagement with retailers in discussions about Standing Offers
and energy use management; and
• in other National Electricity Market (NEM) processes including the
Independent Review into the Future Security of the National Electricity
Market (the “Finkel Report”), the Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission’s (ACCC) Retail Electricity Price Inquiry Report and the
Australian Energy Market Operator’s (AEMO) Integrated System Plan.
Consistent with the Review recommendations, ECA will continue to bring this
national consumer perspective to processes such as the Energy Security
Board’s (ESB) Post 2025 Market Design discussions; the Consumer Data
6
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Right in Energy; and in continued monitoring of progress towards the 25 per
cent reduction in consumer bills identified as possible by the Australian
Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC).
Using our evidence and insights, we also engage directly with consumers to
equip them with information and tools to help them get better energy
outcomes. At present the website includes Consumer Contacts –
comparing bills, help with debt and making a complaint; How to make a
Power Call to get a better deal; and Share Your Story to gather evidence of
consumer experiences in the energy sector. We also engage with
consumers through other Digital Channels – Twitter (@energyvoiceau);
Facebook (Energy Consumers Australia) and YouTube (Energy Consumers
Australia).
Implementation
ECA agrees it is timely to build on our existing strategy and channels, to
leverage our insights to promote more effective communications with
consumers on matters they identify to be of material benefit.
We will proactively share our research (for example, through our new
national research roadshow) with stakeholders to help them communicate
more effectively with consumers, particularly in ways that empower and
equip them to make more effective energy decisions. Identifying
opportunities to apply the practical insights from research funded by the ECA
Grants Program and ECA’s Power Shift Program to make it easier for
consumers to navigate the market will be a key priority.
To inform the Strategy, ECA will carry out a Digital Channels Review,
including an assessment of our website’s existing “For Consumers” area
(https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/for-consumers/) with a view to
increasing the relevance and impact of these channels for household and
small business energy consumers. The Strategy will also cover digital
channels, media – TV, radio, online and print; the Community Listening Tour
to regional communities; and participation at consumer related conferences.
The Strategy will be developed taking account of the diverse stakeholders
communicating directly with energy consumers to identify the role ECA can
play in adding value for consumer benefit.
In line with the outcomes of the Digital Channels Review, a key action will be
to update and enhance the consumer-facing section of our website. A focus
will be on providing more sophisticated support for consumers based on
Power Shift findings that post date the ECA review. Similarly, we will
leverage resources developed through the Grants Program and other
available resources.
A key element of the updated strategy will be an annual process of reviewing
feedback from consumers who have visited our website, engaged with us on
social media or in person, and refining our approach accordingly.
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Monitoring
ECA will begin reporting on the usage of these digital channels in the 201819 Annual Report and the assessment of the direct feedback received from
consumers in the 2019-20 Annual Report. Available on the ECA website
https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/about-us/governance/.
Resourcing
ECA will fund this work within existing budget limits.
2. Recommendation 11 (High Priority) – Mitigating Board turn-over
risks
There is a risk to the ongoing operations of the ECA if the Board is subject to
high turnover in a short period of time. Consideration should be given to
introducing a principles-based approach to Board tenure where Board
members are able to be appointed or replaced on an ad hoc basis.
Observations
Recommendation 11 picks up on the intrinsic risk to the ongoing operations
of ECA that could arise from a high turnover of Board members in a short
period of time. The Review also identified other potential changes to the
Constitution to assist effective governance, in addition to the introduction of
a principles-based approach to Board tenure:
• Introducing a discretionary approach to the number of Board meetings
per year.
• Consider lifting the two day per month cap on Director fees to reflect
workload and attract quality candidates.
The Energy Council has previously been responsive to minor changes to the
ECA Constitution, notably the change to 15.1(c) requiring the Board to meet
12 times in each financial year rather than once per month.
Implementation/Monitoring
The Board will engage legal advice on draft amendments to the Constitution
in 2019-20 based on experience to date and provide amendments through
the Senior Committee of Officials (SCO) for consideration by the Energy
Council.
Resourcing
ECA will fund this work within existing budget limits.
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3. Recommendation 1 (Medium Priority) – reviewing and
communicating priorities
To increase transparency of its prioritisation processes ECA should:
a) regularly review its actual and expected involvement across energy
sectors and all aspects of the energy supply chain; and
b) improve the detail made publicly available about its strategic priorities.
This should include information about its methodology for prioritising its
key areas of activity. This could be released annually as part of its
Business Plan.
Observations
ECA agrees with these recommendations about prioritisation. This is
becoming a more important activity as demand for consumer advocate
involvement is increasing (largely driven by this time of significant change in
the energy sector) and resources are limited. ECA will explore an approach
to prioritisation which includes analysis of the benefits to consumers
compared to the costs to ECA resources. ECA’s Constitution (s4.1) will
guide these considerations through its focus on national matters of strategic
significance and material consequence to consumers.
Implementation
ECA will use the Board approved impact focus of “energy services for
consumers that are Affordable, Individualised (to meet consumers’ needs)
and Optimised (at market and system level)” (AIO), to explain our priorities to
stakeholders.
At a strategic level, ECA will reflect this impact focus in our Business Plan
and Annual Report. We will also provide further detail on how this framing
enables us to prioritise the issues identified by consumers in the Energy
Consumer Sentiment Survey and, over time, through digital channels such
as the ECA website. We will continue to take a proactive approach to
communicating key elements of the Business Plan to stakeholders. In
addition to incorporating this into our jurisdiction engagement strategy, we
will publish the Business Plan through our digital channels and promote it via
electronic direct mail (EDM) to our core stakeholder list (consumer
advocates, energy industry, government, market bodies, ombudsman, grant
recipients, research community, individual consumer subscribers)
We will also improve the way we communicate the more tactical decisions
we make week-to-week about what to prioritise. We can improve efforts to
do this by:
• explaining ‘why’ matters we are working on are priorities. For example,
adapting standard text for the introduction of every written ECA
submission explaining the national significance of the issue in AIO terms;
• exploring internal assessment of costs and benefits to consumers to
guide prioritisation;
• testing the viability of a fortnightly teleconference with advocates about
priorities, using our internal triage tool for tracking energy market
activities (for example, rule changes, reviews, etc.);
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• reviewing how we communicate priorities as part of the review of the ECA
Communications Strategy approved by the Board annually; and
• meeting with stakeholders in each capital city twice yearly as part of the
Energy Consumer Sentiment Survey Roadshow (see response to
Recommendations 3 and 6).
Monitoring
ECA will assess our involvement across the energy sector against our cost
benefit analysis and use a biennial Stakeholder Survey to assess whether
our efforts to explain our priorities are meeting the needs of our
stakeholders. The first survey will be conducted as part of the Grant Program
review in 2019/20, repeated in the second quarter 2020/21 and then
biennially.
Resourcing
ECA will seek resources for a stakeholder survey in the 2020/21 budget
process.
4. Recommendation 3 (Medium Priority) – deeper engagement with
federal and state departments
ECA should invest in improvements to its working relationship with
government at all levels, to foster understanding of consumer concerns and
to advocate for policy and regulatory arrangements in the interest of
consumers. To do this ECA should engage operational levels of federal and
state government departments though establishing a roundtable between
ECA staff and Executive Level Government Officers. The roundtable should
meet annually and focus on sharing energy sector insights and jurisdictional
issues.
Observations
ECA accepts this recommendation which reflects the reality that we are a
relatively small organisation, which has been in ‘start-up’ mode, focused on
developing influential relationships with senior decision-makers as fast as
possible to urgently address the affordability challenges consumers are
facing. We attend Senior Committee of Officials (SCO) meetings and work
with officials on a range of projects, including, for example, the development
of the New Energy Technology Consumer Code; The Energy Charter and
the development of the New South Wales Government’s New South Wales
Energy Compare tool; the Victorian Government’s Micro-grid Grant process;
the ACT Government’s consumer advocacy project and the Queensland
Government’s energy efficiency agenda. Officials of varying levels of
seniority also participate in our annual Foresighting Forum, Board
Stakeholder Forums in jurisdictions, Annual General Meeting in SA and
issues-based events like the Housing Summit.
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Implementation
We will explore the proposed annual roundtable with executive level officers
to assess whether this approach would meet their needs. Issues for
discussion could include whether:
• an annual process is sufficiently frequent to provide meaningful input to
ECA activities;
• bilateral conversations with officials are likely to be more effective; and
• a more targeted, regular approach is needed for policy level officers.
In the short-term, ECA has established a new Associate Director-level
position in the Advocacy and Communications Directorate, with an important
part of the role being to manage our relationships with officials. This will
enable more frequent, bilateral discussions through a biannual roadshow
across the NEM jurisdictions, holding meetings with SCO representatives
and Department staff in each jurisdiction. ECA will use these meetings to
release the latest ECSS results, before general publication. We will also
canvas the views of officials on jurisdictional priorities and key issues. We
will seek to make greater use of webinars on key issues (particularly those
identified by jurisdictions). These have proven to be popular and effective
with other interstate stakeholders and have improved engagement with
jurisdictions by enabling greater attendance and participation by officials, as
they avoid the time and costs associated with interstate travel.
Monitoring
ECA will use a Stakeholder Survey in 2019-20, with a follow up survey in
second quarter 2020-21 then biennially to assess whether our efforts to
engage federal and state government departments are meeting the needs of
our stakeholders to share energy sector insights and jurisdictional issues.
Resourcing
As noted earlier, ECA will seek resources for a stakeholder survey in the
2020-21 budget process.
5. Recommendations 5, 6, 10 (Medium Priority) – rigorous and
transparent performance reporting
The ECA should:
• Introduce a more rigorous and transparent reporting framework by
publishing performance measurement of capacity building activities
outlined in its constitution (research, knowledge development and
consultation) as part of its annual report and act on any areas of
improvement identified. (Rec 5);
• engage consumer advocates annually for feedback on how effectively the
ECA is currently building jurisdictional expertise and incorporate findings
into the annual report. (Rec 6); and
• prioritise its efforts to develop more meaningful key performance
indicators (KPIs) and supporting performance narrative. (Rec 10).
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Observations
ECA agrees that annual reporting of capacity building activities (research,
knowledge development and consultation) needs to be more rigorous and
transparent.
We also see merit in seeking and reporting feedback from consumer
advocates on how well ECA is building jurisdictional expertise.
The ECA Board has been leading work to improve performance reporting
through impact and outcome focused measures and related performance
narrative.
Implementation
ECA will continue work with the consultancy firm Social Outcomes to assist
in developing an impact and performance reporting framework for ECA’s
activities including capacity building activities, jurisdictional expertise and
other elements of ECA’s performance. The 2020/21 Business Plan, due to
be provided to the Member (that is, the South Australian Minister responsible
for administering National Energy Laws) in September 2019, will reflect an
ECA impact measurement and reporting framework.
ECA will use the Board’s Reference Committee to enable advocates to
provide annual feedback on ECA effectiveness in capacity building and
jurisdictional expertise issues. The key themes and issues that emerge from
this feedback will be reflected in the Annual Report. The National Consumer
Roundtable on Energy is an opportunity for advocates to provide annual
feedback on capacity building activities and jurisdictional expertise
development. This topic will also be included in the ECA Stakeholder Survey
to be conducted every two years.
ECA will implement the new performance reporting framework through its
annual Business Plan which is approved by the Energy Council each year
and report on outcomes in the Annual Report which is provided to the
Member in October each year.
Monitoring
Implementation of the new performance reporting framework will be
monitored in an ongoing way through measures in each year’s annual
Business Plan and outcomes will be reported each year in a separate
section in the Annual Report. ECA’s effectiveness in these areas will also be
monitored through the biennial Stakeholder Survey.
Resources
ECA will fund performance reporting work within existing budget limits and
as noted earlier seek resources for a stakeholder survey in the 2020-21
budget process.
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6. Recommendation 7 (Medium Priority) – visibility about grants
process and outcomes
The ECA should improve transparency of its Grants Program, through:
a) improved information for grants applications, including through providing
detail about priority areas for grants funding, as well as information
about its methodology for selecting applications for funding;
b) introducing detailed reporting of grant funding allocations across
activities, including reporting by energy sector (electricity/gas), supply
chain segment (e.g. wholesale, network, retail) and jurisdiction. This
reporting should be included in the ECA Annual Report;
c) engaging external probity advisors to provide assurance that its role as
both a peer and a funding organisation for other advocacy groups does
not introduce probity risk; and
d) introducing regular impact evaluation of the extent to which the grants
program is achieving tangible benefits for consumers. This should be
underpinned by best practice monitoring and reporting requirements for
each individual grant project. Visibility of grant performance will enable
the ECA to adjust its grants prioritisation process and access adequacy
of funding over time.
Observations
The issues identified by the Review in relation to the Grants Program fall into
two main areas:
• Transparency including clarity around requirements for funding and
priorities, visibility of internal controls on Board decision-making and
timely and written feedback (Recommendation 7 (a) to (c)).
• Impact assessment of the Grants Program (Recommendation 7 (d)).
Implementation
We propose to review the Grants Program including consulting stakeholders
in 2019-20. This will include detailed consultation with past applicants and
recipients of ECA grant funding to consider their views about possible
improvements. This includes concerns expressed by some stakeholders that
grants are not providing a sufficiently stable funding base. The scope of the
review will include developing an approach to ongoing evaluation and
improvement of the Grants Program overall to ensure it is delivering tangible
benefits for consumers. The review will allow for early learnings and changes
to the Grants Program to be implemented prior to finalising a program for
implementation in 2020-21 and 2021-22. Given the September 2019 timing
to submit the 2020-21 Business Plan prior to the conduct and finalisation of
the review of the Grants Program we will need to signal our intentions
without full details. We will update the 2020-21 Business Plan as necessary
post the review and include any remaining implementation and budget
requirements in the 2021-22 Business Plan.
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Transparency
In responding to the issue of transparency for grant applicants we will
consider:
• best practice (on-line) grant application processes, including how to make
the information we provide to applicants more accessible, relevant and
concise (the on-line information has not been updated since March
2016); and
• identifying priority and emerging areas for the Grants Program in
advance, describing why these may be of strategic importance to the
sector (rather than ECA priorities) and including matters of jurisdictional
relevance. This will provide the Board with an additional resource to aid
its decision making about grants projects.
We will continue to publish detailed information about funding by key
activities (7(b)) and themes in our Annual Report (which was not available to
the Review team at the time of the review). We will also break-out ‘retail
market’ projects.
In relation to 7(c), in our view, appointing a probity adviser, to review all
grants decisions, is not a fit-for-purpose solution. ECA has very deliberate
delineation of staff responsibilities for Grants. The Grants Manager oversees
the application process for the independent Board decision, at arm’s length
from ECA’s other functional areas. The Governance & Corporate Directorate
is responsible for the financial administration of the program. ECA’s Auditors
examine the adequacy of the Grant controls as part of the annual audit
process.
ECA will review its existing processes, controls and approach to probity risk
as part of the review of the Grants Program. This will include assessing
whether it is sufficient to extend the review of the Grants Program controls in
the annual audit process to ensure this risk (that ECA’s role as both a peer
and a funding organisation for other advocacy groups might introduce
probity risk) is reviewed and reported on each year by way of the annual
audit or whether a one off probity assessment should be undertaken.
Impact assessment
ECA’s approach to administration, monitoring and reporting is in line with the
Australian National Audit Office Best Practice Grants Administration
Guidelines which were designed to support effective program evaluation. As
part of our review of the Grants Program we will revisit the latest guidelines
and adapt our practices.
The Review has found that ECA could better communicate, and make more
visible, individual grants that have had significant impact or influence. We
are proposing to recruit an Associate Director, Insights and Impact to
disseminate research (Recommendation 9), and to communicate with
stakeholders the best of the Grants Program projects – their findings and
impacts.
We are well positioned to implement an evaluation and improvement
framework for the Grants Program as a whole, as there is already in place a
‘theory of change’ approach underpinning this activity. This approach is
14
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flexible so as to allow for continuous improvement based on future learnings
about the Grants Program. ECA is working with consulting firm Social
Outcomes, to develop appropriate metrics and measures for identifying
“tangible outcomes for consumers” from the Grants Program. This evaluation
framework could align with the introduction of an ECA-wide performance
reporting framework (Recommendations 5 and 10) and the assessment of
ECA’s effectiveness in building jurisdictional expertise (Recommendation 6).
Monitoring
The Board will monitor the Grants Program through its ongoing assessment
of Grant applications and outcomes using the evaluation framework that is
developed. ECA will report publicly on effectiveness, impact and allocation
through the Annual Report. External feedback on effectiveness and impact
can be obtained through the biennial ECA Stakeholder Survey.
Resources
ECA will seek additional resources in the 2020-21 budget to recruit an
Associate Director Insights and Impact to increase transparency and impact
functions. Improved reporting will be done within existing resources. The
Grants Program Review will be conducted within existing resources. The
suggested approached to probity assurance through the annual audit can be
included within existing resources. The impact evaluation framework will be
developed within existing resources.
7. Recommendation 8 (Medium Priority) – consumer engagement
To help resolve the issue of resourcing for consumer participation in revenue
determinations, the ECA should:
a) conduct analysis into how best it can contribute to revenue
determinations;
b) communicate this to key stakeholders to manage expectations; and
c) use this analysis to see further resources through COAG EC, as
necessary.
Observations
The ECA Board (March 2015) made a decision to direct funding under the
Grants Program to advocacy and research projects, rather than annually
allocating funding through Global Funding Grants or Capacity Grants as had
been the case under the Consumer Advocacy Panel. This was done to
improve the effectiveness of the Grants Program in delivering tangible
benefits for consumers.
Further changes made in March 2016, after consultation with stakeholders,
have been seen as positive, including opening up the duration of funding for
projects. Advocates have valued the ability to be funded for longer projects,
and not having to re-apply every twelve months, given that outcomes and
impact usually occur over a longer period.
There are currently 4 organisations with project funding for 3 or more years:
• Consumer Action Law Centre ($511,164)
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• The Sydney Alliance, Voices for Power project ($457,103)
• National Consumer Roundtable on Energy ($419,214)
• St Vincent De Paul Society ($264,330).
The breakdown of the duration of projects by year is shown in the table
below.
Duration of projects with funding of 3 or more years
MONTHS

2014-15

2015-16

2016-17

2017-18

2018-19

1 – 12

1,823,613

2,862,155

1,201,531

1,114,082

1,801,311

13 – 24

-

118,500

432,764

565,450

268,598

24 +

-

-

1,232,597

-

419,214

Total
Funding

$1,823,613 $2,980,655 $2,866,892 $1,679,532 $2,489,123

There is no doubt that a small number of applicants have found it difficult to
adopt a strategic approach to framing their advocacy priorities as outcomesbased projects, and are more comfortable with on-going activity-based
funding (for example, the number of processes participated in, meetings
attended, submissions written).
ECA is transparent about how it manages the Grant Program, with guidance
on making applications provided on the website, together with the selection
criteria. All grant applications are assessed against the criteria and
considered by the Board. In particular the Board considers:
• whether the issue is of national significance and of material
consequence, including jurisdictional issues that may inform national
approaches;
• how the project will develop evidence to support advocacy, and potential
for the advocacy to be influential in bringing about tangible benefits for
consumers;
• the value for money, and likely effectiveness of the funding.
Stakeholders have made clear that in their view, the quality and the impacts
of the grants being funded has risen under ECA, and accountability
improved.
We will need to continue to adapt the framework to ensure the ongoing
relevance and effectiveness of the Grants Program in a rapidly evolving
market. In particular, reflecting on the new work being undertaken by market
bodies and the implications for consumer engagement.
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Implementation
Analysis of ECA contribution to engagement in network determination
processes
ECA has assessed how the Grants Program has resourced consumer
engagement in network processes which shows that funding for consumer
engagement on network processes as a proportion of total funding (since
January 2015) is 25.7% or $3.039 million.
The breakdown of funding for consumer engagement with networks by year
is shown in the Table below.
Variations from year to year reflect the AER’s scheduling of electricity
distribution network revenue determination processes. Some jurisdictional
consumer advocates representing residential and small business consumers
do engage in gas and transmission network determinations but have not
sought Grants Program funding.

FUNDING FOR
NETWORK
ENGAGEMENT
Determinations
Engagement
Limited Merits
Review
Pricing
Regulation
Total
Networks excl
LMR (%)
LMR (%)

2014-15

2015-16

2016-17

2017-18

2018-19

71,275

214,500

-

312,950

325,639

128,988

61,717

105,212

-

100,140

308,700

483,170

6,900

-

-

209,900

368,229

45,000

80,600

7,300

75,300

101,390

21,800

10,000

1,000

$1,823,613

$2,980,655

$2,866,892

$1,679,532

$2,489,123

26.6%

25.0%

6.2%

24.0%

17.4%

16.9%

16.2%

0.2%

ECA publishes this information annually in its Annual Report and in an excel
spreadsheet providing information on all grants (available on the website
https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/about-us/governance/), including
the organisation and the amount, so that independent analysis can be
undertaken.
The breakdown by jurisdiction for the current revenue determination
processes for 2019-2024 period is shown in the following table. It should be
noted that in NSW the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) is funded
separately by the NSW Government and participates actively in NSW
network revenue determination and related processes.
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Breakdown by jurisdiction for the current revenue determination
processes 2019-2024
JURISDICTION

FUNDING

NSW

PIAC

Victoria

$187,877

Queensland

$182,600

South Australia

$120,562

Tasmania

$180,350

ACT

$30,000

Total

$701,389

There is no evidence of unmet demand within the Grants Program as all
applications for engagement in revenue determination processes on behalf
of residential and small business consumers have been approved.
There have been instances where a global grant was sought for multiple
activities or where the principal beneficiaries were commercial and industrial
businesses or government authorities, which were not successful (being out
of scope for the ECA Grants Program which is focused on residential and
small business consumers). In each instance the applicants were invited to
submit a revised application that conformed to the Grants Program
requirements (identifying impacts and benefits for residential and small
business consumers), but this did not occur.
As well as providing funding through the Grants Program, ECA engages as
an advocate in revenue determinations, and in that process works openly
and transparently with other advocates, including jurisdictional advocates,
the Australian Energy Regulator (AER), the AER’s Consumer Challenge
Panel and the staff of the network businesses themselves.
We prioritise our engagement to focus on circumstances where we can
enhance the capacity and expertise of jurisdictional advocates by bringing a
national focus or technical expertise for example in consideration of
productivity, tariffs, integration of distributed energy resources and ICT
expenditure.
Our approach is to seek to:
• align network business interests with consumers interests;
• encourage network businesses to consider investment decisions with a
focus on affordability; and
• share evidence-based learnings from our experiences across the
National Electricity Market (NEM) to feed into other revenue processes as
well as regulatory reviews.
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In engaging in network revenue determinations, we consider the potential
benefits of engagement, when compared with the costs, and commissioning
technical experts to provide their analysis on the regulatory proposal. We will
make these technical reports more widely available and, for example, regular
emails to interested stakeholders using an opt-in or subscription model. This
will result in more shared resources to help build national and jurisdictional
expertise and capacity through knowledge development.
The impact of consumer advocates engagement in network determinations,
including ECA’s participation, are evident in the material changes that have
been made to network regulatory proposals:
• prior to submission to the AER, networks adapt their proposals to reflect
consumer feedback, which has resulted in a less ambit revenue proposal
and AER resources being able to be deployed to consider more complex
issues; and
• at the AER Draft Decision or revised proposal stage, consumers are able
to support the proposal as capable of acceptance, reducing further
network engagement, use of AER resources to resolve disputes and
smoother implementation of key changes.
Communication and Expectations
In a transitioning energy system, there has been an increase in consumer
engagement activities, which puts pressure on existing resources and a
greater need for prioritisation, collaboration and co-ordination. Significant
efforts have been made by the sector to prioritise, to be more strategic and
to collaborate, not only to effectively use the available resources but to
maximise impact. The National Consumer Roundtable on Energy; the AEMC
and the AER through its Consumer Forums; and ECA through its
Foresighting Forums, the publishing of the advocacy calendar and ECA
engagement in stakeholder and advocates briefings have supported these
efforts.
In terms of resources available to fund projects to support advocacy, in total
ECA has committed $11.9 million since its inception. The total amount of
funding sought over that time was $24.3 million, which includes projects that
were revised and resubmitted. All projects rated positively for approval by
the Board during this period have been funded.
Further resourcing for consumer engagement
Uniting Communities received Grants Program funding in November 2018 to
evaluate the adequacy of current resourcing for consumer engagement –
specifically:
“The overarching project is to develop a rationale, gather evidence, build a
case and obtain broad industry stakeholder and Government buy-in for
consumer advocates and other stakeholders:
− to improve the level of consumer input and scrutiny applied to network
business regulatory processes and broader business operations;
− leading to improved alignment with consumer expectations; and
− better cost effectiveness of network businesses, thereby reducing
costs to end consumers”.
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In the final July 2019 Report, Uniting Communities recommends resourcing
for consumer engagement be increased, including:
• total annual funding of $3.4 million for consumer advocates in each
jurisdiction to undertake engagement across energy and other essential
services, modelled on the Energy + Water Consumers’ Advocacy
Program (EWCAP) within PIAC funded by the NSW Government;
• an additional $50,000 annually to enable the National Consumer
Roundtable on Energy (the Roundtable) to undertake greater coordination (noting that currently the Roundtable is funded through the
Grants Program for three years from October 2018 ($419,000); and
• an estimated $80,000 in sitting fees for consumer advocates to
participate in engagement processes undertaken by the market bodies,
the ESB and the Energy Council.
Uniting Communities also makes recommendations that go beyond funding:
• additional engagement activities for which funding should be made
available to advocates include proposed annual dialogues with the
industry associations (Energy Networks Australia and the Australian
Energy Council) and the Senior Committee of Officials (SCO); and
• funding for certain advocacy groups – described as constituent-based
organisations - should be prioritised over others within the ECA Grants
Program. Uniting Communities singles out for mention Australian Council
of Social Services, Energy Users Association of Australia (Commercial
and Industrial customers) and Major Energy Users (very large Industrial
customers) as the appropriate national organisations.
Implementation
In response to the Uniting Communities recommendations ECA will:
• seek and consider advice from the market bodies, the ESB and the
Energy Council on their needs now and into the future, for consumer
participation in the overarching engagement processes that they are
undertaking.;
• undertake a review of any potential gap in funding and the best
mechanism for providing that funding. For example, we will consider
whether funding responsibilities lie with the organisations themselves or
whether it is appropriate to enhance the Grants Program to make funding
available for these purposes or some other mechanism. Such a review
could also consider the most effective means of consumer engagement
by market bodies, the ESB and the Energy Council, including digital
engagement channels to supplement face-to face engagement or using
research methods and surveys when appropriate;
• seek advice from the National Consumer Roundtable on Energy on
whether it will seek an increase in its current funding to undertake
additional co-ordination activities; and
• through the Grants Program Review, consider the views of stakeholders
on whether there is broad support for the proposed prioritisation of
particular categories of consumer organisations over others within the
Grants Program.
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Monitoring
ECA will seek feedback in 2019-20 on adequacy of resourcing through
previously mentioned channels – the Board Reference Committee, the
National Consumer Roundtable on Energy, Grants Program recipients and
stakeholder feedback.
Resources
Should a need for additional funding for the Grants Program be identified,
ECA will submit this request in September 2020 through the annual
Business Plan and Budget cycle in 2021/22.
8. Recommendation 2 (Low Priority) – proposing energy market rule
changes
ECA should prioritise putting forward suggested rule changes to further the
interests of consumers, through:
a)

Evidence from consumers (the Energy Consumer Sentiment Survey
(ECSS)), consumer advocates and technical experts being leveraged to
identify those areas likely to be of greatest strategic benefit to
consumers; and

b)

Reporting of how potential issues have been prioritised

Observations
ECA has previously considered the option of submitting rule changes. On
occasions we have not lodged a rule change to deal with a particular issue
because another organisation was already submitting one. We therefore
supported that organisations rule change with the AEMC. For example, the
wholesale demand response rule change.
The grants program has provided support for other consumer advocates to
propose rule changes.
Implementation
Arising from the ACCC Inquiry and the State of Play report prepared by
Finncorn for ECA, we have been reviewing the transparency of retail pricing
and cost stacks. Finncorn separately provided a report to the ACCC building
on this first report and presented to ECA’s Foresighting Forum 2019 on the
topic.
Arising from this work we have developed a rule change proposal we refer to
as Sunshine on Retail. The benefit of this rule change is better transparency
on an ongoing basis for all stakeholders on the contributions to electricity
prices. As such it is an important element of building the evidence base for
advocacy.
A draft proposal has been provided to the AEMC and was discussed with
them on 5 July 2019. Prior to lodging the rule change request, we will consult
further with other advocates and retailers.
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Monitoring
As part of the activity arising under Recommendation 1 where ECA will be
regularly reviewing its actual and expected involvement in issues across the
supply chain we will include an explicit consideration of whether the issue
could warrant an ECA rule change proposal.
Resources
ECA will fund this work within existing budget limits.
9. Recommendation 9 (Low Priority) – communicating research
findings
The ECA should disseminate research findings, as they are produced,
through a distribution list or weekly email feed, available to subscribing
stakeholders.
Observations
ECA undertakes research to inform our evidence-based advocacy on behalf
of consumers. Stakeholders find our research to be reliable and of a high
standard, being particularly influential in shaping policy reform. In
undertaking a review of ECA’s research and published submissions, the
Review found that:
“…they demonstrated a high standard of quality. In general products were
characterised by minimal errors, effective use of external data and well
supported arguments”.
Where there was room for improvement, is in ensuring that our research is
more widely accessible to stakeholders on a regular basis, as most have
limited time and resources to monitor our research outputs.
Implementation
We propose to respond to this recommendation by updating ECA’s
Communications Strategy and recruiting a new Associate Director, Insights
and Impact in 2019-20.
We currently have platforms for regularly disseminating research through
digital channels which we will better leverage to ensure the timely distribution
of research findings.
Monitoring
ECA will seek structured feedback on dissemination of research findings and
impact through previously mentioned channels – including the Stakeholder
Survey, Reference Committee and engagement with government.
Resources
As previously noted, ECA will seek additional resources in September 2019
to recruit an Associate Director Insights and Impact in the 2020-21 budget
round.
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10. Review Implementation Timetable
RECOMMENDATION

TIMING

HIGH PRIORITY
4

CONSUMER COMMUNICATION AND DECISION MAKING
ECA should introduce a stronger focus on communication to
assist individual consumers in their energy market decision
making. To do this ECA should:
a) Leverage evidence from consumers (ECSS),
consumer advocates and technical experts to identify
those areas likely to be of greatest material benefit to
consumers.
b) Use this information to include a consumer-focused
component on its website, giving clear, actionable
advice on key issues; and
c) Introduce a direct communication avenue to the ECA
through its website, which will enable it to
understand consumer expectations and the extent to
which it is successfully addressing these.

Work is underway and will
complete in December
2020

11

MITIGATING BOARD TURNOVER RISKS
There is a risk to the ongoing operations of the ECA if the
Board is subject to high turnover in a short period of time.
Consideration should be given to introducing a principlesbased approach to Board tenure, where board members are
able to be appointed or replaced on an ad hoc basis.

Work is underway and will
complete in December
2020

MEDIUM PRIORITY
1

REVIEWING AND COMMUNICATING PRIORITIES
To increase transparency of its prioritisation processes ECA
should:
a) Regularly review its actual and expected involvement
across energy sectors and all aspects of the energy
supply chain; and
b) Improve the detail made publicly available about its
strategic priorities. This should include information
about its methodology for prioritising its key areas of
activity. This could be released annually as part of its
Business Plan.

Commence October 2019
and implementation
complete December 2020

3

DEEPER ENGAGEMENT WITH FEDERAL AND STATE
DEPARTMENTS
ECA should invest in improvements to its working
relationships with governments at all levels, to foster
understanding of consumer concerns and to advocate for
policy and regulatory arrangements in the interests of
consumers. To do this ECA should engage operations levels
of federal and state government departments through
establishing a roundtable between ECA staff and Executive

Commence October 2019
and implementation
complete December 2020
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RECOMMENDATION

TIMING

Level Government Officers. The roundtable should meet
annually and focus on sharing energy sector insights and
jurisdictional issues.
5
6
10

RIGOROUS AND TRANSPARENT PERFORMANCE
REPORTING
The ECA should introduce a more rigorous and transparent
performance reporting framework, by publishing performance
measurement of capacity building activities outlined in its
constitution (research, knowledge development and
consultation) as part of its annual report, and act on any
areas of improvement identified.

Work underway and
implementation will
complete December 2020

The ECA should engage consumer advocates annually for
feedback on how effectively the ECA is currently building
jurisdictional expertise and incorporate findings into the
annual report.
The opportunities to improve EGA’s performance reporting
and to demonstrate its achievement of strategic initiatives.
ECA should prioritise its efforts to develop more meaningful
KPI’s and supporting performance narrative.
7

VISIBILITY ABOUT GRANTS PROCESSES AND
OUTCOMES
The ECA should improve transparency of its grants program,
through:
e) Improved information for grants applications,
including through providing detail about priority areas
for grants funding, as well as information about its
methodology for selecting applications for funding.
f) Introducing detailed reporting of grant funding
allocations across activities, including reporting by
energy sector (electricity/gas), supply chain segment
(eg wholesale, network, retail) and jurisdiction. This
reporting should be included in the ECA Annual
Report.
g) Engaging external probity advisors to provide
assurance that its role as both a peer and a funding
organisation for other advocacy groups does not
introduce probity risk.
h) Introducing regular impact evaluation of the extent to
which the grants program is achieving tangible
benefits for consumers. This should be underpinned
by best practice monitoring and reporting
requirements for each individual grant project.
Visibility of grant performance will enable the ECA to
adjust its grants prioritisation process and access
adequacy of funding over time.
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8

CONSUMER ENGAGEMENT
To help resolve the issue of resourcing for consumer
participation in revenue determinations, the ECA should:
d) Conduct analysis into how best it can contribute to
revenue determinations;
e) Communicate this to key stakeholders to manage
expectations; and
f) Use this analysis to see further resources through
COAG EC, as necessary.

TIMING
Work is underway and will
complete in March 2021

LOW PRIORITY
2

PROPOSING ENERGY MARKET RULE CHANGES
ECA should prioritise putting forward suggested rule
changes to further the interests of consumers, through:
a) Evidence from consumers (Energy Consumer
Sentiment Survey (ECSS), consumer advocates and
technical expects being leveraged to identify those
areas likely to be of greatest strategic benefit to
consumers; and
b) Reporting of how potential issues have been
prioritised

Work is underway and will
be ongoing

9

COMMUNICATING RESEARCH FINDINGS
The ECA should disseminate research findings, as they are
produced, through a distribution list or weekly email feed,
available to subscribing stakeholders.

Work is underway and will
be fully implemented Dec
2020
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