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CUAC is an independent consumer advocacy 

organisation which ensures the interests of Victorian 

electricity, gas and water consumersñespecially 

low income, disadvantaged, rural and regional, 

and Indigenous consumersñare effectively 

represented in the policy and regulatory debate.  

 

CUAC believes all Victorians have a right to: 

¶ affordable and sustainable electricity, gas and water 

¶ have their interests heard in policy and regulatory decisions on 

electricity, gas and water 

¶ not be disconnected from electricity, gas and/or water due solely 

to an inability to pay 

 

CUAC: 

¶ Provides a voice for, and strengthens the input of Victorian utility 

consumersñparticularly low income, disadvantaged, and rural 

and regional consumersñin the policy and regulatory debate 

¶ Initiates and supports research into issues of concern to Victorian 

utility consumers, through in-house research and building the 

capacity of consumers through its Research & Advocacy program 

¶ Investigates and responds to systemic issues affecting Victorian 

consumers in the competitive electricity and gas markets and with 

regard to water. 
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The research  

At the core of the research were ten community 

discussion groups with Aboriginal consumers held in 

Melbourne, the Mallee and Gippsland. The discussion 

groups incorporated a practical session, delivered by 

Kildonan UnitingCare, on energy consumption, 

concessions, and accessing help. The Energy and 

Water Ombudsman (Victoria), Department of Human 

Services and Sustainability Victoria also contributed 

consumer information.  

Although the emphasis of the research was on the 

voices of Aboriginal consumers themselves, data was 

also collected from service providers and advocates, 

energy and water businesses and regulators, through 

meetings, interviews and questionnaires.  

Utility stress  

Difficulty paying bills was the single most common 

energy and water issue raised by Aboriginal 

consumers. Because Aboriginal people are over-

represented among low-income Victorians, they are 

more likely to be affected by rising energy and water 

prices. The larger average size of Aboriginal 

households and the practice of hosting friends and 

family for extended periods for funerals can also 

impact on consumption and bills. Another contributor 

to payment difficulty is the reliance on bottled LPG in 

many locations with larger Aboriginal communities. 

The research suggested that energy disconnection 

and water restriction as a result of payment difficulty 

are more common among Aboriginal Victorians ð 

with potentially serious consequences for health, 

wellbeing and safety. Lack of energy leaves 

consumers exposed to heat and cold which can cause 

or exacerbate illness. Energy disconnection and 

water restriction can also affect hygiene and nutrition, 

and the use of alternative heating, cooking and 

lighting poses safety risks. 

Even where payment difficulties do not culminate in 

restriction or disconnection, utility stress impinges on 

health and wellbeing. Aboriginal consumers 

described making the difficult choice to prioritise 

electricity bills to stay connected, leaving little left over 

for other essentials. Unmanageable finances and the 

threat of energy disconnection or water restriction 

impact on self-esteem and contribute to stress, anxiety 

and depression. 

To address these issues, the report makes a number 

of recommendations on improvements to energy 

concession design, including the introduction of a 

high-density living concession and extension of the 

Medical Cooling Concession. Concessions can only 

Wein, Paen, Ya Ang Gim:  

Victorian Aboriginal experiences of energy and water  

In December 2011 CUAC launched the report 

Wein, Paen, Ya Ang Gim: Victorian 

Aboriginal Experiences of Energy and Water. 

The report details the findings from research 

with Aboriginal consumers looking at their 

experiences and views on energy and water. It 

is now time to address the challenges. 
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be effective if consumers are aware of and claiming 

their entitlements, so we recommend that the 

Department of Human Services promote awareness 

among the Victorian Aboriginal community of 

available concessions and grants.  

Accessing help  

Most Aboriginal consumers who shared their stories 

in discussion groups were not aware of the hardship 

assistance offered by energy retailers and water 

businesses. Service providers and advocates also said 

that knowledge of utility concessions, grants and 

hardship programs was poor.  

For any consumer struggling to pay bills, seeking help 

can be stressful or embarrassing. Participants 

suggested that Aboriginal consumers are more likely 

to feel intimidated by bureaucratic interactions. High 

mobile call costs, difficulty understanding call centre 

staff and low literacy skills can also hinder 

communication, thereby limiting access to help.  

Once consumers are in communication with a utility 

business, they do not always receive effective help. 

CUAC heard that some energy businesses are not 

necessarily complying with consumer protection 

regulation regarding financial hardship.  

To increase access, the report recommends that 

businesses identify and implement measures to raise 

awareness of hardship assistance. Further 

recommendations are that businesses offer a free 

same-day call back service and make public a direct 

telephone number for hardship teams.  

Consumption and efficiency  

Consumers who are able to control their energy and 

water consumption and improve effiency of use can 

harness savings, but the research highlight constraints 

that can limit Aboriginal consumersõ ability to do this. 

Participants emphasised that Aboriginal people are 

often unable to afford the efficient appliances that 

can reduce consumption and costs.  

Importantly, housing quality and its impact on energy 

and water consumption and costs was repeatedly 

raised in discussion groups, particularly with regard 

to public housing properties. Because the relationship 

between inefficient and poorly maintained housing 

and energy and water costs was such a  major theme 

in the research, the report includes a number of 

recommendations in relation to public housing.  

Market choice and door -to -door selling  

The research found that, like many non-Aboriginal 

people, Aboriginal consumers are often confused by 

the different energy options available, and some are 

making switching decisions that are not necessarily in 

their financial interests. A number of research 

participants recounted stories of energy door-to-door 

selling misconduct, including harrassment and refusal 

to leave when asked.  

Awareness  

A common theme cutting across all of the issues in the 

research was the need for greater awareness and 

understanding: both among Aboriginal consumers 

with regard to energy retail options, consumer rights, 

financial hardship assistance and energy efficiency, 

and, importantly, to businessesõ understanding and 

awareness of their Aboriginal customers. The report 

makes a range of recommendations aimed at 

addressing this, including increased outreach, cultural 

awareness training and the employment of 

Aboriginal Liaison Officers.  

Launch of the report  

On December 5 2011, CUAC launched the report 

with an event at the Aborigines Advancement 


