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CUAC is an independent consumer advocacy organisation which ensures the 
interests of Victorian electricity, gas and water consumers—especially low 
income, disadvantaged, rural and regional, and Indigenous consumers—are 
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 
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Views expressed in the newsletter are not necessarily those of CUAC. 
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Welcome to the last CUAC Rural and Regional Network Newsletter for 2009. 
At CUAC we have been busy keeping our promise to get out and about in 
rural and regional areas, with staff recently visiting Shepparton, Wodonga 
and Bendigo. We look forward to continuing this commitment in 2010. 
From all the staff and Board at CUAC, we would like to wish our Rural and 
Regional Network members a wonderful holiday season, and we look forward 
to another productive and busy year in 2010. 
 
Jo Benvenuti, Executive Officer. 
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CUAC’s engagement with rural and 
regional stakeholders saw Policy 
Officer Anita Lumbus travel to the 
north of the state in November. Anita 
visited Shepparton to participate in a 
community information session by the 
Federal Government on Murray 
Darling Basin water reform, and then 
travelled to Wodonga to present the 
consumer advocate position on the 
delivery of water services at a 
conference at La Trobe University.  

 
Shepparton community information 
session on national water reform 

The Federal Government Department of 
the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts 
(DEWHA) held a Water for the Future community 
information session in Shepparton on November 4. 
Anita was one of about 35 people that attended, 
including local farmers and irrigators.  

Speakers from DEWHA explained the Water for 
the Future program, environmental watering, and the 
Sustainable Rural Water Use and Infrastructure 
program.  The presentations were followed by 
concurrent workshops on topics such as water 
purchasing, drought assistance, infrastructure upgrade 
programs, the Murray Darling Basin Authority Plan 
and environmental watering. Participants were able to 
attend sessions they were interested in and ask 
questions of DEWHA representatives. The 
information session was one of several being held by 
DEWHA in the Murray-Darling Basin region from 
October to December 2009. 

While CUAC views the sessions as a positive 
initiative by the Federal Government to inform the 
community about its reform programs, CUAC along 
with other consumer groups have argued that the 
government needs to improve its consultation 
mechanisms on water reform policy, particularly with 
consumer advocates. While the Government has 
allocated $12.9 billion for its Water for the Future 
program, it has not devoted significant resources to 
consumer engagement on important issues as part of 
the initiative, such as a consultation body on national 
pricing principles and consumer protection 
arrangements. DEWHA has established a number of 
stakeholder panels to provide community input into its 

programs. CUAC participates as the sole consumer 
representative of the National Urban Water 
Stakeholder Reference Panel. DEWHA consults with 
the panel on national programs. CUAC, which is 
mandated to represent Victorian consumers, cannot 
represent the interests of consumers across 
jurisdictions but is consulted on national issues. 
CUAC, the Australian Council of Social Service 
(ACOSS), and the Public Interest Advocacy Centre 
(PIAC), have been actively lobbying DEWHA to fund 
a consumer resource on national water reform.  

Consumers should also be aware that the Federal 
Government has a water information line for people 
seeking more information about its reform program. 
Community members can call 1800 218 478 or email 
waterinformation@environment.gov.au  

 
Representing consumer interests in Wodonga 

CUAC was invited to speak at the La Trobe 
University Third Annual Water Forum on 5 November  
in Wodonga. The theme of the forum was 
“Customising Water Services,” and the conference 
explored current and future initiatives in the tailoring 
of water services for consumers. The one day forum 
was well attended by water businesses, academics and 
government representatives. Anita Lumbus from 
CUAC presented on the topic “Customisation should 
not be at the expense of minimum standards.” As the 
only representative from the consumer sector to speak 
at the event, her presentation importantly put forward 
the message that customisation must put the interests 
of consumers, including disadvantaged and vulnerable 
consumers, before the interests of investors.  CUAC’s 

Cont. next page 
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On 9 November 2009, CUAC Policy Officer 
David Stanford attended the Energy Futures 
in Regional Australia conference in 
Bendigo.   

The conference was a timely meeting to 
examine the implications and opportunities for 
regional Australia as we transition to a low-
carbon future.  A number of prominent speakers 
participated in the conference including the 
Premier of Victoria, John Brumby.   

The conference had a focus on innovative 
technological developments that offer significant 
potential for rural and regional communities to be 
at the forefront of the drive to reducing the 
greenhouse gas intensity of energy production.  
Community experience with the development of 
small scale generation was discussed as well as 
the technologies that are currently available to 
generate electricity at a community level.   

A number of speakers highlighted the 
efficiencies that can be realised by business in 
adopting low emission technologies.  This is a 
topic that has recently been discussed extensively 
at the Victorian Employers’ Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry Summit.  Given that the 
cheapest carbon emissions reduction 
opportunities are in energy efficiency, this is an 
important area for consideration by business and 
government.   

Other speakers at the conference put forward 
the view that with a carbon price in place it may 
become cost effective for smaller generators 
located close to regional centres to become the 
mainstay power supplier for particular 
communities in order to reduce the amount of 
load lost in transmission.   

The conference definitively demonstrated the 
fact that many communities are already aware 
that a transition to a low carbon future offers 
great opportunities for rural and regional 
communities.  Moreover, there are already many 
significant players considering regional 
Australia’s energy future.   

key positions delivered to the forum audience 
included: 

· Customisation is taking place within the context 
of broader policy reform. This reform has 
involved a shift to increased competition in 
water services and a greater role for the private 
sector. 

· There is a need for consumer consultation and 
debate in the reform process. Decisions are 
being made about our water future which have 
not involved adequate consultation mechanisms 
at the Federal or State Government levels. 

· The Victorian sector provides a more advanced 
consumer framework, compared with other 
states. The consumer framework ensures 
affordable and sustainable access to water and 
must not be compromised. 

· CUAC supports customisation if it delivers 
benefits to consumers. However, any reform 
must be underpinned by public inquiry and 
meaningful consultation.  

Other speakers at the forum included the Essential 
Services Commission, a number of water businesses, 
North East Water, Yarra Valley Water and the 
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission. 
Bethany Cooper, a PhD candidate at La Trobe, also 
presented on research which CUAC partly funded 
through its grants program, examining attitudes and 
willingness to pay for urban water restrictions. The 
Third Annual Water Services forum was presented by 
Professor Lin Crase, and sponsored by La Trobe 
University’s Institute for Social and Environmental 
Sustainability and North East Water. 

Bendigo Energy  
Futures Conference 
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A 26 per cent increase in the cost of 
water is impacting on day-to-day 
affordability for people on low 
incomes in the La Trobe Valley, as 
reported to CUAC by pensioner and 
consumer groups based in the region. 

An elderly pensioner from Morwell has 
written to CUAC about the significance of 
the increase. She reported that the 
pensioners’ concession she receives is not 
enough to cover the cost of higher water 
rates, and coupled with the rising cost of 
living it is difficult for pensioners to afford to live in 
their own homes.  She now pays $80 more for her 
water than she did at the beginning of 2008. The 
Morwell Combined Pensioners group has also stated 
that members were not coping with the increase and 
the concession rate does not compensate for the price 
rises.  

The Gippsland Resource Group (GRG), which 
successfully received a CUAC grant this year for a 
project to develop a community position on the 
Gippsland Water Factory, has reported similar 
concerns. One member of the GRG wrote in a 
submission to CUAC that many people are shocked by 
the increase and will have to go without in other areas 
in order to pay their water bills. 

Consumers serviced by Gippsland Water face a 71.4 
per cent increase in their water bills by 2013, which is 

Water Business Average bill (2007-08) Average bill (2012-13) Change 
Barwon Water $691 $991 43.3% 
Central Highlands Water $756 $1046 38.5% 
Coliban Water $586 $931 59.0% 
East Gippsland Water $680 $1013 48.9% 
Gippsland Water $672 $1152 71.4% 
Goulburn Valley Water $537 $766 42.6% 
GWMWater $772 $1027 33.1% 
Lower Murray (urban) $635 $775 22.1% 
North East Water $640 $947 48.0% 
South Gippsland Water $769 $895 16.4% 
Wannon Water $705 $1058 50.1% 
Western Water $711 $966 35.7% 
Westernport Water $764 $927 21.4% 

significantly higher than other regional areas. The 
increase can be attributed to capital works projects, 
including the Gippsland Water Factory, which is being 
built to provide recycled water to industry.  Project 
costs are estimated at $250 million, and have been 
factored in to the water price increases for consumers.  
The GRG are currently researching community views 
on the factory and the pricing impacts. CUAC will 
highlight the findings of their research in a future 
edition of the Rural and Regional Network news. 

CUAC is continuing its advocacy work to 
Government to ensure that price impacts are managed 
through appropriate hardship and concession schemes. 
CUAC would like to hear the views of consumers and 
their advocates on this issue. Please contact Anita 
Lumbus, Policy Officer at CUAC on 1300 656 767 or 
anita.lumbus@cuac.org.au 

The CUAC office will be closed from 1pm on Thursday 24 December  
and reopen on Monday 4 January. 

By Anita Lumbus 
CUAC Policy Officer 


