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Essential Services Commission – Payment Difficulty Framework Review 

 

AGL Energy (AGL) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Essential Services Commission (the 

Commission) energy payment difficulty framework (PDF) implementation review. 

AGL commends the Commission for its open dialogue, focus on quantitative data as well as qualitative data, 

and multiparty engagement throughout the PDF review process. AGL strongly believes that the Commission’s 

review of the PDF will lead to better customer outcomes through balanced improvements to the framework. 

Providing equitable access to payment assistance for customers is an integral part of being an essential 

services provider and we are pleased to work closely with the Commission and industry stakeholders to provide 

measured feedback on the successes and challenges of the PDF, while proposing recommendations to 

improve customer outcomes.  

How has PDF performed in supporting customers 

During the review period, AGL delivered its findings and insights on the outcomes of the PDF directly to the 

Commission and we continue to provide key indicator data in response to the Commission’s requests to help 

inform on the tangible outcomes of the PDF objectives. Our data is largely consistent with the Commission’s 

early observations that:  

• Debt levels continue to trend upwards for tailored assistance customers in Victoria since the 

implementation of the PDF. Long-term payment plans, low instalments, and a limited capacity to 

reduce energy consumption are contributing to growing debt levels for customers experiencing 

financial difficulty, particularly those tailored assistance customers who cannot afford to pay for 

ongoing usage (TA2). 

• There is greater awareness of consumer entitlements under the PDF, however, the revocation rates 

for tailored assistance payment arrangements are among the highest in Australia. Between 40-50% 

of all payment arrangements established in Victoria are ultimately broken due to non-compliance. 

• While disconnections levels have reduced marginally since the PDF came into effect (noting the 

moratorium on disconnections throughout most of 2020 and 2021), it is unclear how useful this 

indicator is in assessing the PDF objective to use disconnections “as a measure of last resort”. Under 

the previous framework, there was no widespread evidence that retailers were systemically non-

compliant in their disconnection processes, and we believe this to be an opportune time to explore the 

role that the disconnection process can play in driving earlier intervention with customers, particularly 

in prompting contact from chronically disengaged customers who refuse to access their PDF 

entitlements.  
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AGL supports measured and balanced regulatory amendments to the PDF and Energy Retail Code of Practice, 

which will provide further clarity for retailers in meeting their regulatory compliance obligations. AGL urges the 

Commission to reconsider the way it issues guidance notes under the PDF, noting that advice issued should 

apply prospectively rather than retrospectively, and allow retailers a reasonable implementation period of at 

least six months. The Commission should be cognisant that subsequent changes to systems, collateral, and 

processes arising from the implementation of the guidance notes require significant time to implement and 

impose considerable costs burdens, diverting resources from payment initiatives and campaigns which could 

improve customer debt outcomes, for example, payment matching campaigns and appliance replacement 

schemes.  

A centralised government led PDF portal 

Our experience with customers experiencing payment difficulties is that the range of customer circumstances 

varies greatly. While some customers need support to help get them through periods of vulnerability, AGL has 

consistently said the issue of customers being unable to meet the ongoing costs of their energy consumption 

is a social welfare issue that requires direct government assistance and policy response with industry and 

community sector collaboration. 

Based on our experience with how the PDF has impacted customers and the Commission’s desire to improve 

consistency in application, we believe there is a central role for the Commission to play in transforming the 

way customers access information about the range of support available, including from their essential services 

providers under the PDF. The Commission could ensure consistency and accessibility of materials that 

essential services providers are obligated to share with their customers. A centralised PDF hub could provide 

important information to customers, community groups and financial counsellors on accessing tailored 

assistance from retailers, connect customers with accredited financial counsellors, and act as a portal for 

concessions and utility relief grant support. 

By centralising information about the PDF under the Commission’s control, there will be a reduction in costs 

to service and administer the framework which will ultimately be reflected in energy savings for all Victorian 

energy customers, while also promoting equitable and consistent access to PDF information, irrespective of 

which retailer a customer is with.  

AGL provides its responses to the Commission’s questions on the PDF in the attached Appendix. 

If you would like to discuss any aspect of AGL’s submission, please contact Valeriya Kalpakidis, Regulatory 

Strategy Manager at .  

Yours sincerely, 

  

 

 

Elizabeth Molyneux 

General Manager, Policy and Energy Markets Regulation 

AGL Energy   
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• Digital and interactive online resources with some options to set up payment 
arrangements i.e., through AGL’s website, MyAccount (online customer portal) and the 
AGL app. 

• Consistent PDF information in reminder and disconnection warning notices which is 
also provided as part of AGL’s best endeavour attempts to contact the customer 
throughout the process. 

• Accessible resources for customers with low literacy levels through the development of 
Easy English guides as well as translated materials for customers from culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities. 

• Partnering with Sydney Alliance, distributors, and other retailers in the 2021 Voices for 
Power program to help improve energy literacy in culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities in NSW by using trusted community leaders to educate customers on 
their rights and responsibilities as an energy consumer, how to contact an energy 
retailer and the support available.  

Naturally, the degree of consistency when communicating the PDF entitlements varies the 
most during direct customer-agent interactions such as through the Service Centre. AGL 
has strict processes and scripting requirements in place with agents required to follow the 
mandatory scripting verbatim to ensure that AGL meets its regulatory obligations under the 
PDF. Our experience with communicating PDF entitlements through our Service Centre is 
that inconsistencies in customer experience arise mainly due to customers’ personal 
circumstances. For example, factors such as the length of time the customer has available 
for the phone call, their capacity and willingness to engage through the various scripting 
requirements, and their understanding of rights and responsibilities, all impact the overall 
customer experience and outcomes. 

It is not uncommon for tailored assistance calls to exceed 15-20 minutes, with agents 
sometimes unable to holistically discuss the many different elements of PDF due to 
customers requesting a simple solution while attempting to circumvent the Service Centre 
consultants’ strict scripting adherence. Customers can become frustrated with the process if 
they feel certain regulated and scripted requirements are not relevant to their circumstances 
and are forced into what they view as a longer-than-necessary, complex conversation. 
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During a typical tailored assistance call (which often begins as a high-bill conversation), the 
Service Centre agent must review the customer’s account history and consumption while 
discussing the multitude of regulated PDF elements such as concessions, grant 
entitlements and applications, energy efficiency advice, referral to home energy services, 
access to financial counsellors and tariff/best offer review. The Commission’s strict 
application of the PDF regulatory framework and the “timeliness” requirement for PDF-
related information during a call, leads to customer-retailer interactions that, in the pursuit of 
compliance, can be complex and frustrating for customers, resulting in conversations 
becoming unclear and difficult to understand from a customer perspective. We agree that 
awareness of entitlements under the PDF is an integral feature of the framework, however, 
the customer’s ability to understand and retain the detailed level of information required 
under the PDF is limited, especially through phone contact through the Service Centre.  

While physical and digital collateral such as letters and reminder notices can provide clear 
and consistent information about PDF entitlements, they are often just one element of a 
complex communication (such as a bill or notice) and depend on the customer reading the 
full communication to understand and, importantly, act on their entitlements. For example, 
Victorian energy regulations require over 25 pieces of information to be included on a bill, 
making it a detailed communication. Adding PDF entitlements to bills, while in theory 
sounds like a good idea from a customer perspective, may not necessarily lead to 
customers reading, understanding, and accessing their entitlements, given the complexity 
of information. 

Further, shifting, or unclear regulatory expectations of retailer conduct under the PDF 
create uncertainty and risk for retailers with respect to communicating PDF entitlements. 
For example, in 2020, following the release of the regulatory guidance notes by the 
Commission, retailers were required to undertake considerable work to operationalise 
changes to processes, systems and collateral as a result of shifting regulatory expectations. 
Due to the technical complexity of enterprise customer management and billing systems, 
changes require extensive development and investment of resources. Such changes may 
involve a number of third-party vendors, (some of which service multiple energy retailers 
such as mail house vendors), creating delays while driving up the overall cost to administer 
the framework. Of more concern, the shifting nature of regulatory compliance through the 
guidance notes does not appear to be based on evidence that existing communication 
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arrangements were not working. Rather, they appeared to be the Commission responding 
to isolated and limited Ombudsman complaints.  

Digital media resources and collateral such as emails or non-regulated letters and notices, 
offer the best opportunity for retailers to provide simple, consistent, and tailored information 
on PDF entitlements. Customers are highly receptive to our online PDF resources which 
can provide targeted and relevant information while empowering customers to take control 
of their energy bills through an interactive self-assessment, energy efficiency resources and 
referrals to other useful material. Our experience is that more and more customers are 
seeking out digital solutions and self-curing options, a trend which has accelerated as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Digital strategies offer consistent, convenient, and 
relevant ways to share information with customers but the complexity of the PDF and the 
Commission’s desire for strict compliance and the issuing of guidance notes have made 
digital solutions difficult, if not impossible to develop. This has been to the detriment of the 
growing number of customers across a broad range of age groups and demographics who 
desire such a solution. 

 

Recommendation:  

We recommend that the Commission, in collaboration with the Victorian Government, 
establish a PDF digital hub to centralise the delivery of information on the PDF entitlements 
to all consumers, thereby promoting consistency of, and access to, key information such as 
tailored assistance, concessions entitlements and grant applications, energy efficiency 
advice and financial counselling referrals. 

Energy retailers, social welfare groups and financial counsellors should refer customers to 
access this portal or utilise the content to assist the customer with their energy needs 
during the interaction. This approach will resolve inconsistencies in PDF information across 
the industry, while promoting competition and the entry of new market participants by 
reducing the barriers to establishing and administering the PDF. Costs reductions in 
retailers’ administration of the PDF would ultimately benefit Victorian consumers in the form 
of reduced energy costs. Importantly, by centralising the information and tools made 
available to customers, the Commission would ensure accessibility of information and 
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1 Essential Services Commission, Early observations, Stakeholder forum – review of the payment difficulty framework, 16 October 2021, p 6-7. 

Specific to customer debt levels, the independent analysis showed that customers seeking 
to access shorter-term financial support, such as tailored assistance where the customer 
can afford ongoing usage (TA1), had better debt outcomes under the PDF than customers 
in medium-to-long term financial distress. However, we note that customers experiencing 
short-term payment difficulties have reasonably positive debt outcomes under other 
regulatory hardship frameworks such as NECF and the Victorian framework prior to the 
introduction of the PDF.  

Consistent with the Commission’s early observations during the PDF review1, we continue 
to see exponential debt increases for customers experiencing acute financial distress. This 
customer cohort continues to be the most disengaged, with customers not responding to 
proactive retailer communications offering support. The independent analysis shows that 
Victorian customers enrolled in AGL’s hardship program have the highest average debt 
compared to states in the NECF jurisdiction, while Victorian payment plan instalment 
amounts are, on average, the lowest.  

Further, the analysis revealed that 47% of TA2 customers managed to reduce their energy 
consumption by an average of $130 on their annual bill, while 47% increased their 
consumption by the same amount. The remaining customers made no impact to their energy 
usage while being offered practical energy efficiency assistance. Customers who actively 
participated in AGL’s home energy efficiency audits, appliance replacement and other energy 
efficiency programs and pilots were more likely to reduce their consumption compared to 
other TA2 customers. However, generally this indicates that customers who cannot pay for 
ongoing usage have limited capacity to reduce their energy consumption, so any reduction 
is proportionately low compared to overall usage.  

Additional research of our customer hardship base reveals that for the cohort whose 
consumption increases, their personal circumstances often do not provide any scope for 
energy efficiency and/or financial counselling support to improve their circumstances as 
these customers are often: 
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• The gap in current support provided to customers receiving government benefits 
and low-income households with the current cost of living. 

• Energy efficiency standards on social housing (and household appliances) and 
provide incentives for landlords to improve energy efficiency. 

 

   




