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About this publication
Well-informed customers can shop around for a good deal and confidently deal
with energy retailers and their sales staff, before and after they sign up for a service.
This publication contains a range of information to help energy customers
and consumer caseworkers in their dealings with energy retailers. It provides
information on:
• comparing energy offers
• energy customer’s rights, protections and responsibilities under the National
Energy Retail Law and Rules (Retail Law) and the Australian Consumer Law
(ACL)
• help available to customers who are having difficulty paying their energy bills
• resolving disputes with energy retailers.
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Energy customers’ rights
and obligations
Rights
Under the Retail Law, energy retailers must:
• offer fair contracts with clear terms and conditions so customers can
understand the energy offer
• provide a written summary of the offer (called an Energy Price Fact Sheet) when
marketing to customers
• notify customers of any changes to their contract, including the price
• allow consumers to exit a contract without penalty within the 10-day ‘cooling
off’ period after signing
• include clear information on bills so customers can understand the cost of their
energy service
• maintain a ‘no contact’ list so that energy customers can request that
salespeople do not visit
• offer flexible payment options
• offer hardship programs and tell customers about them if the retailer thinks they
are having difficulties paying their bill
• not disconnect customers for non-payment if they are participating in hardship
programs, or meeting agreed payment plans, or the customer has agreed to
repay the amount owing and it is less than $300
• provide information on how customers can resolve problems with their
energy service
• advise customers about the availability of government funded energy rebates,
concessions or relief schemes.
Under the ACL, energy customers also have a right to fair and honest dealings with
their energy retailer. Like all businesses, energy retailers must comply with laws
on advertising and marketing, including specific rules for uninvited or unsolicited
sales offers.
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Obligations
To ensure energy retailers and distributors can deliver an energy service to a
customer’s home or business, customers must:
• establish an account when moving into a property
• contact their retailer if they can’t make a payment by the due date
• provide clear and safe access to their electricity and gas meters
• tell their retailer if the way they are using energy changes, for example if they
start running a business from home
• provide confirmation from a medical practitioner to their retailer or distributor if
someone in their residence requires life support equipment
• provide advance notice to their retailer when moving house.
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Choosing and switching
Although customers receive the same supply of electricity or gas, energy retailers
compete for customers by offering different pricing structures, incentives, and terms
and conditions.
Shopping around is easier if customers have an idea of their usage patterns, their
currently yearly spend on energy quarterly, and the name of their current offer.
This information is included on customers’ bills or can be requested from
their retailer.

Comparing offers
Before entering a new contract customers should:
• request an estimated cost of the new offer and check how it compares with
their current offer
• check the length of the contract and if there are early exit fees or other penalties
for leaving early
• ask about billing and payment arrangements and if there are any incentives or
discounts for paying on time
• ask their current retailer if early exit or termination charges apply for ending their
current contract.

Comparison tools
Price comparison tools can make it easier for customers to shop around for a good
deal by allowing them to compare a number of offers at the same time.
A number of businesses operate commercial price comparison websites. However,
commercial arrangements mean that these may not compare all energy offers and
that customers are not always provided with the best or cheapest offer available.
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Energy Made Easy
Energy Made Easy (www.energymadeeasy.gov.au) is a free and independent online
price comparison service run by the Australian Energy Regulator. In states and
territories where the Retail Law has commenced, residential and small business
customers can use Energy Made Easy to compare generally available electricity
and gas offers.
Energy Made Easy can assist customers to find a retailer for a new connection,
and to check how their current offer compares with other available offers in
their area. Customers can also save and print offers from Energy Made Easy for
later comparisons.
As well as comparing prices, Energy Made Easy shows offers with discounts or
special incentives and the terms and conditions that apply. It also lets customers
search for offers with particular features, such as GreenPower options or solar
feed-in tariffs.

Signing a contract
When a customer agrees to purchase electricity or gas from an energy retailer
they are entering into a legally binding contract, so it is important for them to fully
understand what they are agreeing to.
Retailers are required to clearly explain the important terms and conditions of their
offers before sale. In particular, retailers must provide an Energy Price Fact Sheet for
each of their offers. This is a summary of the terms and conditions of the contract.
It includes the price and the contact details for the retailer and any discounts or
charges that apply.
The information in an Energy Price Fact Sheet must be in a standard format to
assist customers to compare different offers. (A sample fact sheet is included on
page 26 of this booklet).
If a customer decides to accept the offer, consent to enter into a contract
can usually be given in writing, electronically (for example by email) or verbally
(in person or on the phone).
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A 10-business day cooling-off period applies to all energy contracts and begins
once the customer has received the contract. During the cooling-off period a
customer can terminate the contract without any penalty or cost by contacting
the retailer.

Switching retailers
Switching to a new electricity or gas retailer is usually straightforward, but it may
take some time as the transfer will occur on the date of the customer’s next
scheduled meter read. Customers who want to transfer to the new retailer before
this date can request a special or extra meter reading before the next scheduled
reading date, but may be charged for this.
After a customer has agreed to switch, a retailer must send a copy of the contract
with all the terms and conditions. The new retailer must also advise the customer
within five business days of the date the contract commences.
A customer’s existing contract will be automatically canceled when the new service
starts. A final bill will be sent from the old retailer.
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Energy marketing
Energy retailers use a variety of methods to market and sell their offers, including
unsolicited phone calls (telemarketing) and door-to-door sales.
The ACL includes protections that cover unsolicited door-to-door selling. These:
• restrict the hours that salespeople can visit
• require salespeople to show identification, explain the purpose of their visit, and
leave if asked
• allow a customer to change their mind and cancel the contract during the
cooling-off period without penalty
• require a written copy of the contract to be given to the customer within five
business days for phone sales and immediately on signing for door-to-door
sales.

Sales agents must not visit customers:
• on Sundays or public holidays
• before 9am or after 6pm on weekdays
• before 9am or after 5pm on Saturdays.

For energy marketing, the Retail Law provides additional protections requiring:
• salespeople to obtain explicit informed consent by clearly and fully disclosing all
the terms and conditions of the offer
• salespeople not to visit properties displaying no canvassing signs such as ‘do
not knock’ or ‘no marketing’
• energy retailers to maintain a ‘no contact’ list.
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What is a ‘no contact’ list?
A ‘no contact’ list contains details of customers who do not wish
to receive salespeople or marketing material at their home from
a particular retailer. Customers can ask to be listed on a ‘no
contact’ list by telling a salesperson, or notifying the retailer by
phone or in writing.
Customers who do not wish to receive telemarketing calls can
sign up to the Australian Government’s Do Not Call Register on
1300 792 958, or visit www.donotcall.gov.au
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Energy bills
Under the Retail Law, retailers must provide customers with a bill every three
months unless the retailer and customer agree to a different arrangement. Retailers
are required to prepare bills so that a customer can easily understand their energy
use for the billing period and how charges have been applied. Retailers must also
ensure a customer’s meter is read at least once every year.

Energy bills explained
To help customers understand how their electricity and gas bill has been calculated,
retailers are required to include on bills:
• the customer’s name and address details and account or reference number
• the retailer’s contact details, including a number for complaints and the
distributor’s name and 24 hour contact number (for faults and emergencies)
• the date of issue and the billing period
• meter readings—these will be measured in kilowatt hours (kWh) for electricity
or megajoules (MJ) for gas. If meter readings are not available for the bill, the
amount of energy must be clearly marked as an estimate.
• the tariffs and charges applicable and the basis on which they have been
calculated. Goods and service tax will be added at the end of the bill. Most
energy contracts have:
–– a fixed charge—this is a separate charge and is called the ‘daily supply
charge’. It is not based on the amount of energy used and is usually
shown as ‘cents per day’
–– a variable charge—or ‘consumption charge’, which is based on how much
electricity or gas is used. It will be shown as ‘cents per kWh’ for electricity
and ‘cents per MJ’ for gas
• amounts owing (including money owed from previous bills) and when a
customer needs to pay by. The bill will also show any discounts or rebates
received
• the customer’s unique meter number—for electricity it is the National Meter
Identifier (NMI) and for gas it is the Meter Installation Reference Number (MIRN)
or Delivery Point Indicator (DPI) for NSW and ACT customers
• payment methods available such as credit card, post or BPAY.
Managing energy services at home
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To learn more about energy bills
The AER’s Energy Made Easy website
www.energymadeeasy.gov.au has an interactive guide on
how to read energy bills as well as a range of information on
understanding and managing energy use.
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Delayed bills and incorrect charges
Undercharging
Sometimes retailers may undercharge customers, which results in a large catch up
bill. This can happen when a retailer:
• has not billed a customer for their energy use for an extended period of time
• bases one or more bills on a customer’s estimated consumption (not actual
meter reads) and under-estimates the charges.
Estimated bills are usually based on the amount of electricity or gas a customer has
used in the past. The estimate may be more or less than the amount the customer
actually used in the billing period. Usage estimates are indicated by the letter ‘e’
next to the usage amount.
The catch up bill must set out all the information that would normally appear on a
customer’s bill. This includes:
• the period the bill covers
• the tariffs and charges that were applicable during the period of undercharging
• the amount the customer consumed in that period at each of the applicable
tariffs and charges, but has not been billed for.
Customers should call their retailer and ask for an explanation of the bill to make
sure they understand what they are being charged for and why.
If the customer is at fault for the undercharging—for example, if they have not
provided safe or unobstructed access to their meter—they must pay the full
amount that has been undercharged.
However, if the retailer is at fault—for example, they have used estimates because
of billing system problems—there are limitations on the amount they can recover. In
these instances, the retailer is limited to recovering the amount undercharged in the
nine months before the customer was notified of the undercharging.
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Regardless of the cause of the undercharging, retailers cannot require customers
to pay the total amount at once. The Retail Law sets out time periods retailers
must allow customers to pay any undercharged amounts:
• If the period during which the undercharging occurred is less than 12 months,
a customer must be offered the same amount of time to pay.
• If undercharging occurred for a period over 12 months, the customer is
entitled to a maximum of 12 months.
These options must be made available even if the customer is not on a retailer’s
customer hardship program. Customers can also agree to other arrangements
with their retailer.
Overcharging
Errors can also lead to customers being overcharged, for example where
estimates of consumption used in bills is higher than the amount that the
customer has actually used.
If a customer has been overcharged by their retailer and the amount is less than
$50, the retailer must credit the amount to the customer’s next bill. If the amount
overcharged is more than $50, the customer can request an alternate method for
repayment or request the amount to be applied as a credit on their next bill.
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Unexpectedly high energy bills
There are a number of steps customers should take if they receive an
unexpectedly high bill. A customer should:
• check to see if the bill is an estimate, often shown as the letter ‘e’ or the
word ‘estimate’ beside the meter reading
• see if it includes an amount owed from a previous billing period or a
catch up amount from a previously under-estimated bill
• compare the rates on their current bill with previous bills and check
whether the retailer included a note about an increase in charges
• check to see if their energy use is higher.
Common reasons for higher energy use include:
• visitors or school holidays when more people are at home for longer
periods of time
• cooler or hotter weather and therefore more use of appliances such as
heaters or air conditioners
• new electronic equipment, appliances or home renovations.
If this still does not explain why a customer has received a high bill they
should contact their energy retailer. If the customer has a billing dispute
that they can’t resolve with their retailer, they can contact the energy
ombudsman in their state or territory.

Reducing energy use
There are a range of simple measures customers can take to reduce
energy use around the home.
Energy Made Easy provides information on how customers can reduce
their energy use. It also allows customers to compare their energy use to
similar sized households in their area.
Customers concerned about high use should talk to their retailer about an
energy audit of their home, which some retailers offer as a free service.

Managing energy services at home

15

Financial hardship
The Retail Law requires energy retailers to have in place policies to assist
customers who are experiencing financial hardship.
Regardless of whether their financial difficulties are temporary or longer term,
customers should contact their energy retailer as soon as possible and ask whether
they can offer any help. Early assistance can help customers avoid paying extra
fees or having their supply disconnected.

Payment plans
A payment plan is an agreement that a customer makes with their retailer to pay for
their energy use, or money owed to the retailer, in regular instalments.
An energy retailer must offer a payment plan if a customer requests it, or if they
have reason to believe a consumer may be experience financial hardship. They are
not required to offer a payment plan if a customer has been on two or more plans
in the last 12 months and did not meet their commitments.
Customers should only agree to instalment amounts they can realistically afford.
This is important because they cannot be disconnected as long as they are making
the agreed payments, but risk having their payment plan cancelled, and being
disconnected, if they do not meet the payments.
If a customer cannot agree with their retailer on an appropriate instalment amount,
they should contact the energy ombudsman in their state or territory for further
assistance.
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About financial counsellors
Financial counsellors offer a free, confidential and independent
service. They can help work out repayments and assist
with other debts or financial difficulties customers may be
experiencing. See page 23 for details on how to contact a
financial counselling service.
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Customer hardship policies
Customers experiencing financial difficulties can request access to a retailer’s
hardship program. Under the Retail Law, hardship policies are approved by the
Australian Energy Regulator. Assistance available under a retailer’s hardship policy
may include:
• information on ways customers can pay back the money owed
• tailored payment plans based on a customer’s capacity to pay
• waiving payment of late fees
• information to help reduce energy use
• identifying government concession and rebate programs
• referral to financial counselling services
• reviewing a customer’s energy contract to make sure it meets their needs.

Rebates and concessions
A number of government rebates and concessions are available to eligible energy
customers (for example, low income earners, pensioners and customers with
medical conditions).
Concessions and rebates vary across different states and territories. Customers
can find information on rebates and concessions by contacting their retailer.
What is Centrepay?
If a customer receives Centrelink payments, they can ask their retailer about
Centrepay. Centrepay is a payment arrangement service that allows Centrelink
recipients to regularly transfer a specified amount of their benefit directly to their
energy retailer. Centrepay deductions can be changed or cancelled at any time.
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Disconnection of energy
services
Customers can be disconnected for non-payment if they have not paid a bill by the
due date or have not followed the terms of their payment plan. Disconnection is a
last resort for retailers, who must take a number of steps before disconnecting a
customer. A retailer must:
1. send a bill setting out the amount owed, when it is due and payment 		
methods
2. send a reminder notice if the customer has not paid the bill in full by the
due date
3. send a disconnection warning notice if the customer does not pay in full by
the time specified on the reminder notice
4. contact the customer as a final step before disconnection.
If disconnected, customers must contact their retailer within 10 business days to
arrange reconnection under the same contract. Customers may also be required to
pay a reconnection fee.
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Disconnection timeframes
The Retail Law requires retailers to follow certain timeframes when following the
steps listed above. These are slightly different for customers on standard retail
contracts (that is, customers who have never taken up a market offer) and those
who have taken up market retail contracts.

Standard retail
contract

Market retail
contract

Bill issued
13 business days

Depends on contract
—pay by date must be
clearly identified on bill

Minimum time

Reminder notice issued
6 business days

6 business days

Disconnection notice issued
6 business days

6 business days

DISCONNECTION
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Shortened collection cycles and reminder notices
Under the Retail Law, customers who receive a reminder or disconnection warning
notice from their retailer for two consecutive bills can be placed on a shortened
collection cycle. This means that they do not receive reminder notices and instead
receive disconnection warning notices.
Retailers must tell customers before they receive the second notice that they will be
placed on a shortened collection cycle. Customers must pay three bills in a row by
the pay-by date to be removed from the shortened collection cycle.

Rules about disconnection
A retailer cannot disconnect customers:
• if their property is registered as having life support equipment
• on hardship programs or if they are meeting a payment plan agreed with the
retailer
• for non-payment of a bill if the amount is less than $300 and the customer has
agreed to repay
• where a complaint about the proposed disconnection is unresolved with either
the retailer or the energy ombudsman.
Unless requested by the customer, disconnections cannot occur:
• before 8am or after 3pm Monday to Thursday
• on the day before a public holiday, or a public holiday
• from Friday to Sunday
• on the days between 20 December and 31 December.
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Resolving problems with
energy retailers
By law retailers must have a complaints process to assist customers resolve
problems with their energy service. Customers with problems should contact their
energy retailer—often a phone call may be enough to fix the problem. Customers
should record the date and time of the call, the name of the person they spoke to,
what was discussed, and any reference numbers they are given.
If this does not resolve the problem, customers can ask to speak with a senior
officer or manager. In some cases, it is a good idea put the complaint in writing—
that way there is a record of the customer’s complaint that can be referred to at a
later date if required.
If a customer cannot resolve the matter with their retailer, they should contact the
energy ombudsman in their state or territory.

Did you know?
Energy ombudsmen schemes provide free, independent
services to help customers resolve problems or complaints.
They can assist with a range of complaints including high
bills, disconnections and poor customer service. Ombudsman
schemes are available in all states and territories. See page 24
for contact details.

22

Managing energy services at home

More information
Role of the Australian Energy Regulator
The Australian Energy Regulator (AER) is Australia’s national energy market regulator
and an independent statutory authority. The AER is funded by the Commonwealth, with
staff, resources and facilities provided from the Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission. The AER’s responsibilities include monitoring and enforcing compliance with
the National Energy Retail Law.
AER Infoline 1300 585 165

Other contacts
Indigenous Infoline 1300 303 143

AER website
www.aer.gov.au

Energy Made Easy
www.energymadeeasy.gov.au

For information in languages other than English
call 13 1450 and ask for 1300 585 165
Speak and Listen users phone 1300 555 727
and ask for 1300 585 165
TTY users phone 133 677 then ask for 1300 585
165
Internet relay users connect to the National Relay
Service (see www.relayservice.com.au) and ask
for 1300 585 165).

Getting advice from a financial counsellor
Financial counselling services offer a free and independent service to assist consumers in
financial difficulties. Financial counsellors can help consumers develops skills, knowledge
and confidence to manage their financial situation. Financial counselling services are
available in every state and territory.
Tel: 1800 007 007

Free hotline from 9:30am to 4pm, Monday to Friday.
When you call this number you will be automatically
transferred to the phone service in your state.
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Making a complaint—energy ombudsman schemes
Energy ombudsman schemes provide a free and independent dispute resolution service
for electricity and gas customers who have been unable to resolve a complaint with
their energy retailer or distributor. Ombudsman schemes can investigate a wide range of
complaints, including:

•
•
•
•

disputed accounts and high bills
debts and arrears
disconnection of supply
sales and marketing

• reliability and quality of supply
• connection or transfer issues
• poor customer service

Energy and Water
Ombudsman
Victoria (EWOV)

Tel: 1800 500 509

Energy & Water
Ombudsman NSW

Tel: 1800 246 545

Energy and Water
Ombudsman
Queensland

Tel: 1800 662 837

Energy and Water
Ombudsman
SA

Tel: 1800 665 565

Energy Ombudsman
Tasmania

Tel: 1800 001 170

Energy Ombudsman

Tel: 1800 754 004

Western Australia

www.ombudsman.wa.gov.au/energy/home.htm

Ombudsman NT

Tel: 1800 806 380

www.ewov.com.au

www.ewon.com.au
www.ewoq.com.au

www.ewosa.com.au

www.energyombudsman.tas.gov.au

http://www.ombudsman.nt.gov.au/make-acomplaint/
Australian Capital Territory

Tel: 02 6207 1740

Civil and Administrative
Tribunal

www.acat.act.gov.au
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Resources
The AER has produced a range of publications to assist energy consumers when
choosing a service, and before and after signing a contract. These resources can
be downloaded free of charge from the AER’s website (www.aer.gov.au).

Publications
Buying energy from an onseller
This booklet details your rights when purchasing energy from an onseller. Onsellers
sell energy as part of the business of managing group or shared accommodation
such as retirement villages, apartment buildings and caravan parks.

Factsheets
Energy marketing—your rights
Energy bills, hardship programs and disconnection—your rights
Energy—what can I do if I have a complaint?
Energy—shopping around and switching contracts
Energy efficiency in the home
Energy bills explained
Getting the most out of Energy Made Easy
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Sample Energy Price
Fact Sheet
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