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FiT feed-in tariff 

kW kilowatt 

kWh kilowatt hour 

MWh megawatt hour 

National Energy Retail Law National Energy Retail Law a schedule to the National Energy Retail 
Law (South Australia) Act 2011 

NEM National Electricity Market 

PEMM  Prohibiting Energy Market Misconduct legislation – Part XICA of the 
Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), introduced by 
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Key figures  

Figures exclude goods and services tax  
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Key messages 
 

 

The overall effective price of electricity decreased in 2021, down 7% for 
households and 6% for small businesses. The lower effective prices were 
primarily driven by lower wholesale costs. However, wholesale spot market 
prices have increased from mid-2021 through into 2022. 

 

For households, electricity usage remained elevated above pre-pandemic 
levels. The median annual bill was around $1,200. Those on a default standing 
offer in New South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland could 
have saved more than $300 or 23% by switching to a low-price market offer. 

 

For small businesses, electricity usage remained below pre-pandemic levels. 
The median bill was around $1,860, but there was large variation in small 
businesses’ usage and therefore bills. As with households, many small 
businesses on a default standing offer could have saved by switching to a low-
price market offer. 

 

The vast majority of electricity customers across all regions are on market 
offers. But in Victoria in 2021, the proportion of customers on the standing offer 
increased. Victoria had a smaller gap between market and standing offer prices 
than other regions. A Victorian household on a standing offer could have saved 
around $150 (or 14%) by switching to a low-price market offer. 

 

Customers facing financial hardship and payment difficulties had the highest 
median bills, driven by their higher electricity usage. These customer groups 
were more likely to be on market offers than standing offers, but were least 
likely to have solar panels. 

 

Growth in solar power continues – both in the proportion of customers with 
solar and the size of new solar panel systems. Customers on solar tariffs paid 
lower effective prices than non-solar customers (28% less for residential, 31% 
less for small business) because of solar rebates for the power they exported 
to the grid. 

 

One-quarter of households now have smart meters in New South Wales, South 
Australia and south-east Queensland. Victoria has already completed its smart 
meter rollout. Despite growth in smart meters, there is a lag in the uptake of 
time-of-use tariffs. 

 

The decreases in effective prices were broadly reflective of changes in input 
costs – that is wholesale, network and environmental costs. The ACCC is 
monitoring retail prices to make sure cost reductions are passed through to 
customers. 
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Executive summary  

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) has extended its unique 
dataset of electricity retailers’ billing data. This data comprises information on customer 
types, tariff types, electricity supplied, bills and solar rebates. The dataset allows us to 
directly assess the electricity prices faced by customers. This type of analysis complements 
our work on the retailers’ costs of supplying electricity, which we most recently published in 
our November 2021 report. 

We used our compulsory information gathering powers to obtain billing data from electricity 
retailers for 2021, adding it to the dataset we established the previous year. The new 
collection adds 13 million bills from 10 retailers who together supply the majority of 
residential and small business electricity customers across New South Wales, South 
Australia, south-east Queensland and Victoria. 

Electricity prices fell in 2021 

Households and small business customers paid lower effective prices for electricity in 2021. 
From quarter 3 2020 to quarter 3 2021, the effective price for all residential customers 
decreased from 27.3 c/kWh to 25.3 c/kWh (a decrease of 7.4%). Similarly, over the same 
period, the effective price for all small business customers decreased from 35.0 c/kWh to 
32.9 c/kWh (a decrease of 6.2%). 

This pattern of decreases for both residential and small business customers was relatively 
consistent across all geographic regions in our analysis. However, there is still substantial 
variation in effective prices between regions. Customers in south-east Queensland had the 
lowest median effective prices (19.5 c/kWh for residential, 27.4 c/kWh for small business), 
while those in South Australia had the highest median effective prices (32.2 c/kWh for 
residential, 39.4 c/kWh for small business). 

Price falls reflect changes in underlying retailers’ costs 

Lower effective prices paid by customers in 2021 largely reflected the flow-through of 
cheaper wholesale spot market prices. From 2018 to 2021 there was a substantial fall (by 
46–66%) in wholesale spot market prices across all National Electricity Market regions. 
These large reductions in spot prices have been flowing through to retailer costs over the 
past couple of years.1 One of our functions under prohibiting energy market misconduct 
legislation is to ensure that sustained and substantial reductions in retailers’ input costs are 
passed through to their customers.2 Overall, in 2021 retailers’ input costs decreased 
moderately (down 5%–8% for residential, 4%–10% for small business, depending on the 
region) and this is broadly reflected in price changes for customers in each region. 

However, there have been substantial increases in wholesale spot market prices beginning 
in mid-2021 then continuing through into 2022, and elevated futures contract prices in all 
regions. These spot market increases do not flow through to retailers’ costs immediately, but 
they will eventually do so. There will be variation between retailers on the timing lag for any 
cost increases, depending on their specific hedging strategy. There is initial evidence of 
wholesale market increases putting upward pressure on customer prices in recent decisions 
on 2022–23 standing offers. 

 
1  Retailers typically minimise their exposure to the volatile spot price by entering into hedge contracts that fix their wholesale 

input costs for the period of the contract. This means that changes in spot prices take some time to flow through to 
retailers’ incurred costs. 

2  See Part XICA of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth), introduced by the Treasury Laws Amendment 
(Prohibiting Energy Market Misconduct) Act 2019. 
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We will examine the changes in wholesale, network, environmental and retail costs of 
electricity supply in our next report, due to the Treasurer in November 2022.  

COVID-19 pandemic usage patterns persisted in 2021  

The persistent effect of the COVID-19 pandemic is evident in data on electricity usage. 
Household usage remained elevated above pre-pandemic levels, with median quarter 3 
2021 usage at 1,300 kWh, around 10% higher than in quarter 3 2019. This reflects changes 
in household behaviour, such as the widespread use of working from home arrangements 
and lockdowns in this period. 

In contrast to households, usage by small business customers remained below pre-
pandemic levels. The median usage was 1,347 kWh in quarter 3 2021, a level that is around 
21% lower than usage 2 years earlier. This reflected the continued impact of pandemic-
driven economic disruption on businesses’ trading operations.  

While there were clear differences when comparing to pre-pandemic levels, usage changes 
in the last year were relatively muted. For residential customers, the overall median usage 
was broadly flat (down by less than 1%) from quarter 3 2020 to quarter 3 2021. For small 
business customers, the overall median usage fell by 6% in the year to quarter 3 2021.  

Most customers continued to be on market offers 

Most customers are on market offers (91% of residential, 83% of small business). 
Residential customers remaining on standing offers could make significant savings by 
switching to a low-price market offer. A typical residential customer on a standing offer could 
have saved $252 annually (or around 21%) on a bill of $1,200 by switching to a low-price 
market offer.3 This overall calculation combines lower savings in Victoria with higher 
amounts in non-Victorian regions – the annual saving amount was $302 (or 31%) in south-
east Queensland, $315 (or 23%) in South Australia and $384 (or 27%) in New South Wales. 

There are also savings to be made by switching from a standing offer to a low-price market 
offer for small businesses, especially those with high usage. A small business with relatively 
low usage in New South Wales, South Australia, and south-east Queensland could have 
saved more than $200 per year (more than 15%) by switching from a median standing offer 
to a low-price market offer. These lower usage small business customers in Victoria could 
have saved $74 per year (7%). For higher usage customers the savings are much larger. In 
New South Wales and South Australia these customers could have saved over $1,200 per 
year (about 20%). In south-east Queensland and Victoria, the savings were lower at $720 
per year (14%) and $330 per year (7%), respectively. 

Standing offer use increased in Victoria 

For several years Victoria has been the region with the lowest proportion of customers on 
standing offers. But from this low base, in 2021 there was a noticeable increase in the 
proportion of Victorian customers on standing offers. There were a number of unique 
Victorian market features that could potentially explain the increase. 

In particular, there was a lower price difference between market and standing offers (that is, 
the Victorian default offer) in the state. The typical Victorian residential customer on a 
standing offer could have saved $155 annually (or around 14%) from switching to a low-price 
market offer – a much lower saving than in other regions. Savings for Victorian small 
businesses were also lower than in other regions, as shown above. For small businesses in 

 
3  Savings available to customers that switch offers are calculated for non-solar customers, to exclude any benefit from solar 

rebates.  
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Victoria, there was little difference between the median effective prices faced by customers 
on market and standing offers. This likely reflects the Essential Services Commission’s 
objective when setting the Victorian default offer, which is to reflect the retailers’ efficient 
costs without any headroom.4  

Customers facing financial hardship still used more and paid more 

The general decrease in effective prices flowed through to all customer groups, including 
financially vulnerable groups such as customers on a retailer’s hardship program, customers 
on a payment plan because of financial difficulties, or concession customers on limited 
incomes.  

Customers facing financial hardship and payment difficulties still had the highest median 
bills. This directly flowed from their much higher usage. In quarter 3 2021, median electricity 
use for general customers was 1,317 kWh, but median usage for payment plan customers 
was 1,916 kWh and for hardship customers 2,121 kWh. There were a number of potential 
factors contributing to this higher usage, including having more people per household, and 
being unable to afford well insulated housing or energy efficient appliances. Customers 
facing financial hardship and payment difficulties also had the lowest use of solar – though it 
is notable that concession customers had a relatively high prevalence of household solar 
panel systems.  

Notwithstanding the large bills, the median effective prices faced by financially vulnerable 
customers were relatively low. Residential customers paid a median effective price of 
25.3 c/kWh overall; but the median for concession customers was 21.0 c/kWh, hardship 
customers 21.6 c/kWh and payment plan customers 24.3 c/kWh. These customer groups 
were more likely to be on market offers. 

Uptake of solar continues to grow 

There was continued growth in solar uptake for residential customers, with 22% of 
households having solar as at 1 July 2021, up from 18% the year before. The surge in 
household solar in recent years can be attributed to a number of factors including cheaper 
costs of solar panel systems and changing consumption patterns arising from working from 
home arrangements driven by the COVID-19 pandemic. One-third of households in South 
Australia and south-east Queensland now have solar. 

There was slower growth in the uptake of solar by small business customers, up from 7% at 
1 July 2020 to 9% at 1 July 2021. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on small 
businesses likely reduced their ability to invest in solar. The lack of state schemes that 
support solar investment by small businesses also suggests solar is less accessible to small 
businesses than households.  

There was increased supply to the grid by newer solar customers on negotiated feed-in 
tariffs. This can be attributed to the growing size of new solar panel systems. The median 
solar amount exported by residential customers in this group rose by 19% to 853 kWh in 
quarter 3 2021.  

 
4  Essential Services Commission, Victorian default offer 2022-23: Draft decision, Victorian Government, 15 March 2022, 

accessed 16 May 2022, p 35.   

https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/victorian-default-offer/victorian-default-offer-price-review-2022-23#toc--our-draft-decision
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Solar customers receive substantial benefit from rebates  

Residential and small business solar customers continued to pay much lower effective prices 
than non-solar customers because of the solar rebates they received.5 For residential 
customers with solar, their median effective price was 7.4 c/kWh lower than non-solar 
customers (or 28% less). For small businesses with solar, the median effective price was 
10.5 c/kWh lower than non-solar customers (or 31% less). There was significant regional 
variation around these figures. 

While newer solar customers on negotiated feed-in tariffs supplied more electricity to the 
grid, those on subsidised premium feed-in tariffs still earned higher rebates. The much 
higher rates received by this group more than offset the lower energy they exported. The 
median solar customer on a subsidised premium feed-in tariff exported only 345 kWh in 
quarter 3 2021 compared to 853 kWh by the median solar customer on a negotiated feed-in 
tariff. 

The use of smart meters is growing 

In New South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland, there was growth in the 
uptake of smart meters, albeit from a low base. In these regions, one–quarter of residential 
customers and one–fifth of small business customers had smart meters as at 1 July 2021. 
Victoria completed its government-mandated smart meter rollout in 2015 and has near 100% 
penetration of smart meters. 

Smart meters have been a focus for policy reform to enable further innovation, such as the 
uptake of distributed energy resources. A growing proportion of smart meter users also have 
solar, though there is significant regional variation. 

Smart meters also facilitate customers accessing time-of-use tariffs, though there has been 
relatively slow take-up of time-of-use pricing. In Victoria, while almost all customers had 
smart meters, only 18% of households and 38% of small businesses were on time-of-use 
tariffs. In New South Wales, 47% of smart meter households had time-of-use tariffs, but the 
equivalent figure is only 1% in south-east Queensland. These large variations arise from 
different jurisdictional approaches, including whether customers are assigned by default to 
time-of-use tariffs or if they must voluntarily ‘opt-in’ to them. 
  

 
5  Feed-in tariff payments are a return that customers earn from investing in solar panels. Our results do not capture the 

upfront costs of solar panel installation, which should be considered when interpreting the lower effective prices paid by 
solar customers compared with non-solar customers. 
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1. Introduction  

This is the seventh report of the ACCC’s 2018-2025 Electricity Market Monitoring inquiry, 
continuing our cycle of reporting billing data in May each year and cost stack data in 
November. 

Our billing analysis provides stakeholders with valuable information about the actual prices 
faced by electricity customers, which we collect from energy retailers in south-east 
Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia using our compulsory 
information gathering powers. Our analysis is unique compared to price reports published by 
other regulators, which typically rely on bill proxies such as publicly available current offer 
prices. 

To inform this report, we have analysed around 13 million residential and small business 
customer electricity bills collected from retailers for the period 1 July 2020 to 31 December 
2021. Our report builds on our May 2021 billing report, and before that, our September 2020 
billing report, in which we established an important set of baselines from which we can now 
observe multi-year trends. Some notes about our approach are set out at the end of this 
introduction.  

We have observed significant changes in typical patterns of energy usage across 
households and businesses since the COVID-19 pandemic began having significant impacts 
in Australia from around March 2020. While the COVID-19 pandemic has affected different 
parts of the country differently, and at different times, it has unequivocally impacted the way 
many households and business have used energy. Restrictions have required consumers to 
stay at home for prolonged periods, especially in Victoria and New South Wales, resulting in 
many people working, studying and socialising from their homes. And conversely, the 
operations of many businesses have been severely stifled or even closed. The change in 
patterns of usage for households and businesses has had a clear impact on customer bills 
and effective prices paid. This impact persisted throughout the latest collection of billing 
data. 

Our May 2022 report focuses on the following key findings and themes:  

• Section 2: Customers paid lower rates for their electricity in 2021 

• Section 3: Market offers were generally cheaper than standing offers  

• Section 4: Customers facing financial hardship and payment difficulties faced the highest 
bills  

• Section 5: Solar customers continued to benefit from rebates and paid lower rates 

• Section 6: Growing use of smart meters is opening up opportunities in the energy 
transition.  

While this report focuses on customer billing data we continue to examine changes in the 
wholesale, network, environmental and retail costs of electricity supply. This cost data was 
most recently presented in our November 2021 report and will again be the focus in our next 
report, due to the Treasurer in November 2022. 

The Treasurer directed the ACCC to hold an inquiry into the prices, profits and margins in 
the supply of electricity in the National Electricity Market in August 2018, following the 
completion of the ACCC’s Retail Electricity Pricing Inquiry. The terms of reference required a 
first report by 31 March 2019 and at least every 6 months thereafter until the conclusion of 
the inquiry on 31 August 2025. 
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Following are some notes to help understand our data and approach to presenting it. The full 
methodology is in appendix B.  

The geographic scope of the analysis  

The National Electricity Market comprises New South Wales, the Australian Capital Territory, 
Queensland, South Australia, Victoria and Tasmania. While all these states and territories 
fall within the scope of the current Electricity Monitoring Inquiry, this billing analysis only 
considers the National Electricity Market regions that have effective competition in retail 
electricity markets; that is, New South Wales, south-east Queensland, South Australia and 
Victoria.  

Effective competition is yet to fully emerge in the Australian Capital Territory, regional 
Queensland and Tasmanian electricity markets. This may be due to the limited size of the 
Tasmanian and Australian Capital Territory electricity markets, and the continuation of the 
uniform tariff policy in regional Queensland.6 Retail electricity prices for many customers are 
still regulated in the Australian Capital Territory, regional Queensland and Tasmania. 

The regulatory framework that operates in Victoria is similar to, but not identical to, the 
regulatory framework that applies in the other National Electricity Market states and 
territories. The primary regulation in Victoria is the Energy Retail Code of Practice 2022 and 
is regulated by the Essential Services Commission. In the other states and territories, the 
primary regulation is National Energy Retail Law (South Australia) Act 2011 and is regulated 
by the Australia Energy Regulator. Where this difference is relevant, for example in our 
discussions of different approaches to the setting of standing offers and to managing 
payment difficulties, we highlight it in the relevant chapter.  

About the data we collect 

We obtained billing data from 10 electricity retailers, which collectively supply electricity to 
more than 90 % of residential customers and more than 80 % of small business customers 
(also described as small and medium enterprises) in Victoria, New South Wales, South 
Australia, and south-east Queensland. 

We seek information from retailers about bills issued to residential and small business 
customers in each of the above regions. 

• For the residential customer group, each retailer was required to provide data for a 
random sample of residential customers. The sample was required to represent 5% of 
the retailer’s customer base in each of the 4 regions or 10,000 customers, whichever 
was greater. If a retailer’s customer base in a region was smaller than 10,000 customers, 
the retailer was required to provide data for all of its customers in that region. 

• For the small business sample, each retailer was required to provide data for every small 
business customer in its customer base during the 18-month period. 

• For the targeted sample, most retailers were required to provide data for every customer 
who was in hardship and/or on a payment plan due to financial difficulties at any point 
during the 18-month period. Some retailers were only able to provide data for customers 
who were in hardship and/or on a payment plan due to financial difficulties on 1 October 
2020 or 1 October 2021. 

The type of data requested for each bill included account and plan details, tariff types, solar 
rebates, discounts, concessions, bill amounts and usage. We required retailers to indicate 

 
6  Australian Energy Market Commission, 2020 Retail energy market competition review - Final report, Australian Energy 

Market Commission, 30 June 2020, accessed 16 May 2022, p 3.  

https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/2020-retail-energy-competition-review
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whether the customer was in a hardship program or on a payment plan due to financial 
difficulties.  

We requested data for every bill issued to customers selected in the residential, small 
business and targeted samples between 1 July 2020 and 31 December 2021. This data 
collection follows on from our May 2021 report, where we collected billing data on 
residential, small business and targeted samples between 1 July 2019 and 31 December 
2020. This overlap in timeframe allows us to observe and (if necessary) adjust for any 
differences between our data collections. 

How we present our analysis  

We present our analysis in real 2021 dollars and do not include the goods and services tax. 

We analyse customer billing data using the third quarter of each calendar year (that is, July 
to September) from 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021. We use quarter 3 as it is the most recent 
quarter we collect with complete data,7 and also less prone to seasonal peaks associated 
with summer and winter. There is also some annual analysis over the 2018–19, 2019–20 
and 2020–21 financial years. 

In most cases, we use the median instead of the mean as it shows what the majority tends 
toward by reducing the impacts of extreme high or low values. In our charts, the median is 
the white line inside the vertical boxplot, and represents the 50th percentile or middle value of 
the data. The bottom edge of the boxplot is the 25th percentile, while the top edge is the 75th 
percentile. Together, each boxplot shows the interquartile range, and gives an indication of 
the spread of the data.  

Our analysis of prices faced by customers generally uses effective prices (calculated as bill 
amount after rebates and concessions have been applied divided by usage) rather than bill 
amounts. Effective price takes usage into account and shows the underlying rates that 
customers face over time and across customer groups. Bill amounts, however, are also 
driven by changes or differences in usage. Given the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
customer usage patterns, we have included bill amounts where relevant. 

Customer usage is based on electricity consumed from the grid and does not include 
electricity that solar customers have generated for their own use.  

The offers and tariff types we most commonly refer to 

There are many different energy plans or ‘offers’ available from different retailers and 
customers can choose the best deal for their household depending on the price and features 
that best suit how they use electricity. The ‘tariff’ describes how the retailer charges for 
electricity.  

Offer types: Standing and market  

Standing offers are the default plans where a customer has not engaged in the market. They 
are subject to regulated price caps and terms and conditions. The Australian Energy 
Regulator determines the default market offer for all areas of the National Electricity Market 
except Victoria, where the Essential Services Commission sets a Victorian default offer 
instead.  

 
7  We collected all bills issued up to 31 December 2021. However, as most residential customers receive a bill every three 

months on a rolling schedule, some electricity usage in the October to December 2021 period will only be included in bills 
sent after this date (up to the end of March 2022). 
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Market offers are any other plan offered by a retailer. Prices and terms and conditions are 
set by retailers and plans may feature discounts. 

Types of tariffs  

A tariff is how a retailer charges a customer for energy. Most tariffs have a fixed supply 
charge and a variable (usage) charge, and how these charges are calculated will depend on 
the type of tariff the customer has. The types of tariffs include single rate tariffs, time-of-use, 
controlled load tariffs and demand tariffs. Single rate tariffs are the most common and a 
customer pays the same rate over the day. In our analysis, we explore the growth in the 
prevalence of smart meters, which allow a customer to choose a time-of-use tariff and pay 
different rates according to how they use energy over the day (for example, peak, off peak 
and shoulder).  

Solar tariffs: premium and negotiated  

Solar tariffs are an option for standing or market offers available to customers with solar 
panels that allow the customer to be paid for energy they export (or ‘feed-in’) to the grid. We 
group them under two headings: premium feed-in tariffs and negotiated feed-in tariffs. 

Premium feed-in tariff schemes were introduced to incentivise the installation of solar panels. 
These schemes rewarded solar owners with a high feed-in tariff for their solar exports. All 
premium (subsidised) feed-in tariff schemes are now closed to new entrants, but in some 
states existing customers still receive the legacy higher rates. 

Negotiated or standard feed-in tariffs are offered to all new solar customers after entry to the 
premium schemes closed. These provide a lower payment rate, broadly equivalent to the 
value of the energy exported.  

Residential customer groups 

The analysis considers the usage, bill and effective price trends experienced by different 
groups of residential customers, with a particular focus on customers who may be financially 
vulnerable. We acknowledge the language around financial vulnerability is constantly 
evolving, but for the purposes of our analysis, we collect data and use terminology in this 
report that is most consistent with current terminology used by stakeholders.  

• Concession customers are customers who received an amount funded by a state or 
territory government that reduced the amount the customer had to pay for electricity. 
Eligibility for concession status varies by state; but is typically based on an indicator of 
low income.8 The annual value of an electricity concession may be up to $285 in New 
South Wales9, $233.60 in South Australia for 2021–2210 and $350.85 in Queensland.11 In 
Victoria, eligible customers receive a concession of 17.5% on their electricity usage and 
service costs (which does not apply to the first $171.60 of the annual bill).12 Whilst 
concession customers are not necessarily experiencing current payment difficulties or 

 
8  In Queensland, customers 65 years and over who work 35 hours or less in paid employment are eligible for a concession 

in that state via the Queensland Seniors Card. In all other states and territories, eligibility criteria include a measure of 
income or a medical condition.  

9  New South Wales Government, Apply for the Low Income Household Rebate, New South Wales Government website, 
2022, accessed 16 May 2022.  

10  South Australian Government, Energy bill concessions, South Australian Government website, last updated 20 January 
2022, accessed 16 May 2022.  

11  Queensland Government, Electricity and gas rebates, Queensland Government website, last updated 1 July 2021, 
accessed 16 May 2022.  

12  Victorian Government, Annual electricity concession, Victorian Government website, last updated 1 July 2021, accessed 
16 May 2022.  

https://www.service.nsw.gov.au/transaction/apply-low-income-household-rebate-retail-customers
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions-and-grants/concessions/energy-bill-concessions
https://www.qld.gov.au/community/cost-of-living-support/concessions/energy-concessions/electricity-gas-rebates
https://services.dffh.vic.gov.au/annual-electricity-concession
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financial hardship (but they might be), their reliance on a Centrelink income may leave 
them vulnerable to financial shock.  

• Payment plan customers are customers who had an arrangement with their retailer to 
pay in instalments due to experiencing payment difficulties. In Victoria, customers can 
enter a payment plan with their retailer if they anticipate facing payment difficulties. This 
category excludes flexible arrangements for convenience or budgeting reasons. 

• Hardship customers are customers who participated in a retailer’s hardship program (in 
Queensland, New South Wales and South Australia) or who received targeted payment 
assistance from their retailer (in Victoria). Retailers are required under national and 
Victorian retail energy laws to provide programs to assist customers experiencing 
payment difficulties due to financial hardship. 

• General customers are customers who were not in hardship, on a payment plan or 
received a concession for any part of the relevant period.  

• All customers are all customers in the sample within the relevant period. This includes 
customers who were in hardship, on a payment plan or received a concession for only a 
portion of the relevant period and so were not counted in any of the other categories. We 
only assign customers to a particular customer group (for example, hardship) if all their 
bills in the relevant period had that status. 

The concession, payment plan and hardship categories are not mutually exclusive. That is, a 
hardship or payment plan customer could also be receiving a concession. Depending on 
how the data was provided by retailers, it is also the case that a hardship customer could 
also be a payment plan customer.  
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2. Customers paid lower rates for their electricity in 2021 

Households and small business customers paid lower effective prices for electricity in 2021. 
Household usage remained elevated compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic and may 
continue to be if working from home arrangements remain a common practice. In contrast to 
households, usage by small business customers remained below levels seen before the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

Lower effective prices in 2021 were primarily driven by lower wholesale spot market prices 
flowing to households and small businesses through cheaper electricity rates. Overall, 
retailers’ input costs decreased moderately (down 5–8% for residential, 4–10% for small 
business, depending on the region), and this is broadly reflected in price changes for 
customers in each region. We will continue to monitor retailers to ensure they pass on 
sustained and substantial cost reductions to consumers. 

The decreases in wholesale spot market prices from 2019 to 2021 flowed through to the 
lower retail prices observed in this report. There is a lag because retailers hedge their 
exposure to the spot market by signing contracts ahead of time. However, there have been 
substantial increases in wholesale spot market prices beginning in mid-2021 then continuing 
through into 2022, and elevated futures contract prices in all regions. Spot market increases 
do not flow through to retailers’ costs immediately, but they will eventually do so. There is 
already evidence of the initial upward impact on 2022–23 customer prices, such as in the 
draft determinations for standing offer prices by the Australian Energy Regulator and the 
Essential Services Commission of Victoria.  

2.1. Past decreases in wholesale prices have flowed through to 
customers 

Figure 2.1: Households paid lower effective prices for electricity 

Effective prices paid by residential customers, excluding GST 

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows interquartile ranges and median values. 

The effective price for all residential customers decreased between quarter 3 2020 and 2021 
by 7.4%, with a median effective price of 25.3 c/kWh (figure 2.1). Similarly, the effective price 
for all small business customers decreased between quarter 3 2020 and 2021 by 6.2%, with 
a median effective price of 32.9 c/kWh (figure 2.2). This trend of lower effective prices aligns 
with the wholesale costs decreases shown in our November 2021 report.  
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Figure 2.2: Small businesses also paid lower effective prices for electricity  

Effective prices paid by small business customers, excluding GST  

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows interquartile ranges and median values. 

There were lower effective prices in 2021 seen in all regions for households and small 
businesses (figure 2.1 and figure 2.2). From 2020 to 2021, Victoria experienced the greatest 
decrease in effective price for both residential customers and small business customers of 
9% and 10%, respectively. 

Regional comparisons show customers in south-east Queensland paid the lowest effective 
prices, while customers in South Australia paid the highest. This pattern corresponds with 
the cost to supply electricity in these regions shown in our November 2021 report. South-
east Queensland had the lowest cost of supply while South Australia had the highest cost, 
shown by the cost stack charts for each region.13 In particular, network costs are higher in 
South Australia than in south-east Queensland with only minor differences in the other cost 
components.  

As illustrated in figure 2.1, residential customers in south-east Queensland had the lowest 
median effective price (19.5 c/kWh), while residential customers in South Australia had the 
highest median effective price (32.2 c/kWh). This result is mirrored in figure 2.2 for small 
business customers. Small business customers in south-east Queensland had the lowest 
effective price (27.4 c/kWh), while small businesses in South Australia had the highest 
effective price (39.4 c/kWh). 

The large interquartile ranges of effective prices paid by small businesses reflect a wide 
variety of business types and sizes with different energy needs (figures 2.2 and 2.4). In 
contrast, there is less variability in household usage which is reflected by the smaller 
interquartile range of effective prices for residential customers (figures 2.1 and 2.3). 

The lower effective prices paid by households and small businesses were broadly reflective 
of changes in supply input costs – that is, wholesale, network and environmental costs. The 
median market offer effective prices paid by most households and small businesses were 
lower than the estimated price impacts from changes in supply costs (table 2.1 and table 
2.2). For residential customers, the overall median market offer effective price decreased by 

 
13  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Inquiry into the National Electricity Market–November 2021 report, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 13 December 2021, see figures E4.1 and E4.8 in appendix E.  

https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/serial-publications/inquiry-into-the-national-electricity-market-2018-2025/inquiry-into-the-national-electricity-market-november-2021-report
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more than the changes in supply costs (table 2.1). We see a similar result for small business 
customers (table 2.2).  

Table 2.1: Residential price changes broadly reflected changes in supply costs 

Comparison of residential median market offer effective prices paid and estimated price 
impacts from changes in supply costs, excluding GST 

 Change in median market offer 
effective price paid 

(c/kWh; 2019–20 to 2020–21) * 

Estimated average price impact due to 
network, wholesale and environmental costs 

(c/kWh; 2019–20 to 2020–21) 

Victoria -6.0% -5.3% 

NSW -4.8% -4.9% 

SA -6.7% -8.2% 

All -5.9% -5.5% 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing and cost stack data. 
Notes: *For residential customers whose usage is within +/- 5% of the median market offer usage in each region in 2020–21; 

this is 11.2 kWh/day for Victoria, 14.0 kWh/day for NSW, 11.4 kWh/day for SA and 12.5 kWh/day for All. South-east 
Queensland was excluded because of the impacts of the Queensland Government COVID-19 rebates on effective 
prices, which we were not able to isolate. 

Table 2.2: Small business price changes also broadly reflected changes in supply 
costs  

Comparison of small business median market offer effective prices paid and estimated price 
impacts from changes in supply costs, excluding GST 

 
Change in median market offer 

effective price paid 
(c/kWh; 2019–20 to 2020–21) * 

Estimated average price impact due to 
network, wholesale and environmental costs 

(c/kWh; 2019–20 to 2020–21) 

Victoria -5.7% -5.1% 

NSW -5.6% -4.2% 

SA -7.2% -9.5% 

All -5.5% -5.2% 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing and cost stack data. 
Notes: *For small business customers whose usage is within +/- 5% of the median market offer usage in each region in 

2020–21; this is 14.0 kWh/day for Victoria, 18.3 kWh/day for NSW, 13.8 kWh/day for SA and 15.9 kWh/day for All. 
South-east Queensland was excluded because of the impacts of the Queensland Government COVID-19 rebates on 
effective prices, which we were not able to isolate. 

2.2. COVID-19 pandemic usage patterns persisted in 2021 

In all regions household usage remained elevated compared to before the COVID-19 
pandemic (figure 2.3). Residential customers overall used 1,300 kWh of electricity in 
quarter 3 2021, which is around 10% and 7% higher than in quarter 3 2019 and 2018, 
respectively.  

In contrast, small business usage remained below pre-pandemic levels in all regions 
(figure 2.4). Small business customers overall used 1,347 kWh of electricity in quarter 3 
2021, which is around 21% and 25% lower than in quarter 3 2019 and 2018, respectively. As 
the COVID-19 pandemic remained a widespread issue in 2021, elevated levels of working 
from home continued and economic disruptions from the pandemic had lasting impacts on 
small businesses’ trading operations. 
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Figure 2.3: Household usage remains elevated above pre-pandemic levels  

Quarterly grid usage by residential customers  

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows interquartile ranges and median values. 

COVID-19 pandemic disruptions had a smaller impact on household usage in 2021 than in 
2020. Between quarter 3 2019 and 2020, residential customer usage increased by 10%, with 
higher usage in all regions (figure 2.3). Regional comparisons showed modest to large 
increases in the median quarterly usage for residential customers. Household usage 
increased in South Australia and south-east Queensland by 6%, in Victoria by 12% and in 
New South Wales by 13%. In quarter 3 2020 residential customers used more electricity in 
most regions and overall, and therefore paid higher bills.14 

In contrast, between quarter 3 2020 and 2021, residential customer usage varied across 
regions and regional comparisons showed smaller changes in usage than last year. 
Household usage in South Australia and Victoria decreased by 4% and 3%, respectively. By 
comparison, there was a small increase in New South Wales by 2%, while usage remained 
stable in south-east Queensland at -0.2%. Despite differences in usage across regions and 
smaller usage changes than in 2020, residential customers in all regions faced lower bills in 
2021.15 The lower effective prices described above therefore reflect cheaper electricity rates.  

In table 2.3, usage comparisons between quarter 3 2019, before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and quarter 3 2021 indicate that South Australia and south-east Queensland were closer to 
pre-pandemic usage levels (although still above), while Victoria and New South Wales 
remained much higher than pre-pandemic usage levels. This reflects the lockdown 
restrictions in these regions that persisted in 2021. Victoria and New South Wales were still 
in lockdown during quarter 3 2021, with the last lockdown ending 21 October 2021 for 
Victoria and 10 October 2021 for New South Wales.16 In contrast, South Australia and south-
east Queensland had only shorter periods of lockdown restrictions during quarter 3 2021. 

 
14  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Inquiry into the National Electricity Market–May 2021 report, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 24 June 2021, p 12. 
15  See figure A2.1 in appendix E.  
16  Department of Health and Human Services, Coronavirus update for Victoria - 17 October 2021 [media release], Victorian 

State Government, 17 October 2021, accessed 16 May 2022; New South Wales Government, New South Wales on the 
road to reopening [media release], New South Wales Government, 7 October 2021, accessed 16 May 2022.  
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https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/coronavirus-update-victoria-17-october-2021
https://www.nsw.gov.au/media-releases/nsw-on-road-to-reopening
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The last lockdown restriction ended 27 July 2021 in South Australia and 8 August 2021 in 
south-east Queensland.17 

Table 2.3: Household usage in Victoria and New South Wales still much higher than 
2019 pre-pandemic levels 

Changes in residential median quarterly usage in 2021 from 2019 pre-pandemic levels 

 Changes in median quarterly usage (kWh (%); 2019 Q3 to 2021 Q3) 

Victoria +97 kWh (+9.1%) 

NSW +186 kWh (+14.3%) 

SA +20 kWh (+1.8%) 

SEQ +72 kWh (+6.0 %) 

Source: ACCC analysis of retailer billing data.  

With time, usage levels in Victoria and New South Wales may return closer to pre-pandemic 
levels as observed in South Australia. Although, if working from home arrangements remain 
common it is possible that household usage may continue to be elevated above levels seen 
in 2019. The Australian Bureau of Statistics found that the rates of people working from 
home were the highest ever recorded during the pandemic in 2020 and 2021.18 Estimates 
from the Characteristics of Employment Survey by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
showed that between September 2020 and June 2021, about 40% of employed people were 
working from home, with 20–30% working most of their hours from home. Prior to the 
pandemic, the rate of employed people working from home on a regular basis had been 
steadily increasing by around a percentage point every 2 years.  

Figure 2.4: Small business usage remains depressed below pre-pandemic levels 

Quarterly grid usage by small business customers 

 

Source: ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows interquartile ranges and median values. 

 
17  South Australian Government, COVID-19 Update 27 July 2021, South Australian Government website, 27 July 2021, 

accessed 16 May 2022; Department of Queensland Health, Update - COVID-19 [media release],Queensland Government, 
8 August 2021, accessed 16 May 2022.  

18  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Working arrangements, 14 December 2022,  Australian Bureau of Statistics website, last 
updated 16 December 2021, accessed 16 May 2022.  
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As with residential customers, COVID-19 pandemic disruptions had a smaller impact on 
usage in 2021 than in 2020 for small business customers. Between quarter 3 2019 and 
2020, small business electricity usage decreased by 17% (from 1,709 kWh to 1426 kWh), 
with decreased usage in all regions (figure 2.4). Regional comparisons showed modest to 
large decreases in the median quarterly usage. Usage decreased in South Australia by 4%, 
in south-east Queensland by 6%, New South Wales by 17% and Victoria by 25%. In quarter 
3 2020, small business customers used less electricity and therefore paid lower bills.19  

In contrast, between quarter 3 2020 and 2021, small businesses overall used 6% less (from 
1,426 kWh to 1,347 kWh) with usage decreases in most regions, except Victoria (figure 2.4). 
Regional comparisons show small business customers in New South Wales experienced the 
greatest decrease in the median quarterly usage of around 12%. In South Australia usage 
decreased by 7%, while in south-east Queensland usage decreased by 1%. Victorian small 
business customers experienced a slight increase in usage of 2%, although still lower than 
pre-pandemic levels seen in 2018 and 2019. Despite smaller changes in usage across 
regions in 2021, small business customers in all regions paid much lower bills in 2021 than 
in 2020.20 The lower effective prices for small business customers described above therefore 
reflect cheaper electricity rates.  

Usage for small business customers stayed below pre-pandemic levels. Usage comparisons 
between quarter 3 2021, and 2019 in table 2.4 indicate large differences in usage compared 
to before the COVID-19 pandemic.   

Table 2.4: Small business usage in Victoria and New South Wales still much lower 
than 2019 pre-pandemic levels 

Changes in small business median quarterly usage in 2021 from 2019 pre-pandemic levels 

 Changes in median quarterly usage (kWh (%);2019 Q3 to 2021 Q3) 

Victoria -399 kWh (-23.1%) 

NSW -481 kWh (-26.0%) 

SA -115 kWh (-10.3%) 

SEQ -127 kWh (-7.1%)  

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing data.  

Larger changes to usage patterns arising from the COVID-19 pandemic for small businesses 
than households indicate that COVID-19 related disruptions had a larger and more lasting 
impact on small businesses (table 2.3 and table 2.4). The Reserve Bank of Australia found 
that small businesses had been disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
compared with larger businesses as they were more likely to be in industries that have been 
harder hit by restrictions on movement, such as cafes, restaurants, arts and recreation.21 
Economic conditions for small businesses improved in the second half of 2020 and early 
2021, although measures to contain COVID-19 outbreaks around quarter 3 2021 have 
affected firms in much of Australia.22 For example, COVID-19 outbreaks and associated 

 
19  See figure A8.1 in appendix E. 
20  See figure A8.1 in appendix E. 
21  Black S, Lane K and Nunn L, Bulletin - September 2021: Small Business Finance and COVID-19 Outbreaks, Reserve 

Bank of Australia, 16 September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 12. 
22  Black S, Lane K and Nunn L, Bulletin - September 2021: Small Business Finance and COVID-19 Outbreaks, Reserve 

Bank of Australia, 16 September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 11. 

https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2021/sep/small-business-finance-and-covid-19-outbreaks.html#r2
https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2021/sep/small-business-finance-and-covid-19-outbreaks.html#r2
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containment measures have led to orders being cancelled, revenue declining, and staff 
being laid off and/or stood down.23  

Depressed small business usage levels in Victoria and New South Wales seen in table 2.4 
reflect the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions that continued in these regions in 2021, discussed 
above for households. With time, usage levels in these regions may return closer to 2019 pre-
pandemic levels. Although the effects of COVID-19 disruptions on small business customers 
may also have some lasting impacts. For example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics found 
that businesses expect modifications put in place to manage the impacts of COVID-19 
pandemic will be kept long term. This includes changes to the way products or services are 
provided and changes to operating hours, such as opening by appointment.24  

2.3. Wholesale electricity prices decreased, but are now rising again 

Wholesale electricity is the second largest cost component and makes up 33% of a 
residential customer’s bill.25 There have been large falls in wholesale spot market prices 
across the National Electricity Market in the last few years. Retailers hedge their exposure to 
spot markets, so it can take 1 to 2 years for spot price changes to flow through to retailer 
costs. Lower effectives prices in 2021 discussed above reflect past decreases in wholesale 
spot market prices that have flowed through to households and small business customers.  

More recently, wholesale spot market prices have increased, particularly in Queensland and 
New South Wales. Expectations for future wholesale spot market prices in these regions 
have also increased since our November 2021 report. We will report on the impact of these 
spot price increases on retailer costs in our 2022 cost stack report later in the year. There 
will be variation between retailers on the timing lag for any cost increases, depending on 
their specific hedging strategy. 

Figure 2.5 provides a four-year view of wholesale spot market prices, across 4 regions in the 
National Electricity Market. It includes selected market developments to provide context to 
the average market prices.  

 
23  Black S, Lane K and Nunn L, Bulletin - September 2021: Small Business Finance and COVID-19 Outbreaks, Reserve 

Bank of Australia, 16 September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 12. 
24  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Business Indicators, Business Impacts of COVID-19, Commonwealth of Australia, 24 

September 2020, accessed 16 May 2022.  
25  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Inquiry into the National Electricity Market–November 2021 report, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 13 December 2021, p 13. 

https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2021/sep/small-business-finance-and-covid-19-outbreaks.html#r2
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/business-indicators/business-conditions-and-sentiments/sep-2020#business-impacts-of-covid-19-visual-summary
https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Inquiry%20into%20the%20National%20Electricity%20Market%20-%20November%202021%20report%20-%20Copy.pdf
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Figure 2.5: After two years of wholesale price decreases, wholesale prices have risen 
sharply 

Annual wholesale electricity spot prices (volume weighted average by NEM regions, 1 May 
2018 to 1 May 2022, real $) 

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of AEMO data. 

As shown by figure 2.5, there have been large declines in wholesale spot market prices 
across all 4 regions since 2018. Between May 2018 and May 2021, average annual spot 
prices fell by 46% in New South Wales, 50% in Queensland and 66% in both Victoria and 
South Australia. 

As discussed in our November 2021 report, the declines were driven by the growth of 
renewable generation assets (solar and wind) which began to have a significant effect on 
wholesale spot market prices, and lower fuel costs for coal and gas generators.26 There 
were also milder demand conditions, in part because of disruption to economic activity from 
the COVID-19 pandemic.27  

Against the decreases in wholesale spot prices seen in past years, figure 2.5 also shows 
recent sharp surges in wholesale spot prices across all 4 regions. Between May 2021 and 
May 2022, average annual spot prices increased in all regions. Queensland experienced the 
largest increase of 210%, followed by New South Wales which increased by 90%. South 
Australia increased by 66%, while Victoria increased by 50%.  

The significant wholesale price spikes seen in Queensland and New South Wales over 
quarter 2 2021 were caused by several planned and unplanned coal generator outages 
including the Callide C generator in Queensland, and network outages, coupled with high 
demand and increased (and more expensive) generation of gas and hydro.28  

Since our November 2021 report, which published wholesale spot market prices until 2020–
21, there have been continued increases in wholesale spot market prices to date. These 

 
26  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Inquiry into the National Electricity Market–November 2021 report, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 13 December 2021, p 24.   
27  Australian Energy Regulator, State of the Energy Market 2020, Commonwealth of Australia, 1 July 2020, p 14.  
28  Australian Energy Regulator, Wholesale Markets Quarterly Q3 2020, Commonwealth of Australia, 12 November 2020, 

p 21. 
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were driven by several thermal generator outages, increased evening demand and network 
constraints in Queensland and New South Wales.29 

Further, elevated coal prices in early 2022 driven by high volatility in global energy markets 
contributed to higher wholesale spot market prices.30 Coal powered electricity generation 
accounted for more than 66% of total generation output in the National Electricity Market as 
at 31 May 2022 (49.1% black coal and 17.3% brown coal).31 While renewable energy 
generation has grown over recent years, the grid remains susceptible to coal price surges.  

Futures contracts for wholesale electricity traded on the Australian Securities Exchange 
allow us to assess market expectations for wholesale spot market prices. Since our 
November 2021 report, expectations of future wholesale prices have increased in some 
regions. This may result in increases to effective prices, undoing the benefits obtained by 
customers over the past year.  

Figure 2.6 presents the price of quarterly base futures contracts for the next 4 years, as at 
30 September 2021 and 31 March 2022. Figure 2.6 reflects updated information as at 
31 March 2022 not available at the time the November 2021 report was published.  

Figure 2.6: Expectations for future wholesale prices have increased in New South 
Wales and Queensland  

Quarterly base futures prices by NSW and Queensland regions, 2021 to 2025, as at 
30 September 2021 and 31 March 2022 

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of Australian Energy Regulator data. 

As shown by figure 2.6, expected prices in New South Wales and Queensland across the 
entire forward period (4 years) have increased since the November 2021 report was 
published. There were also increases in expected prices for South Australia, though of 
smaller magnitude and duration. Victoria had the smallest increases in expected prices 
across this forward period.  

 
29  Australian Energy Market Operator, Quarterly Energy Dynamics Q4 2021, Australian Energy Market Operator, 23 July 

2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 10. 
30  Australian Energy Market Operator, Quarterly Energy Dynamics Q1 2022, Australian Energy Market Operator, 29 April 

2022, accessed 16 May 2022, pp 3, 10. 
31  Australian Energy Regulator, Generation capacity and output by fuel source – National Electricity Market, Australian 

Energy Regulator website, as at 31 March 2022, accessed 16 May 2022.  

https://aemo.com.au/energy-systems/major-publications/quarterly-energy-dynamics-qed
https://aemo.com.au/energy-systems/major-publications/quarterly-energy-dynamics-qed
https://www.aer.gov.au/wholesale-markets/wholesale-statistics/generation-capacity-and-output-by-fuel-source-nem
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Futures prices indicate that the market expects Queensland to be the most expensive region 
in 2022, but New South Wales prices will be higher from 2023 onwards.32 The Australian 
Energy Regulator stated that the elevated contract prices in Queensland were being driven 
by high underlying energy prices due to the ongoing transmission constraints relating to the 
Queensland-New South Wales Interconnector upgrade, combined with high coal prices and 
generator outages.33  

The expectations for higher prices in New South Wales indicate that participants are 
currently anticipating significant market impacts. One reason is likely from Origin’s recent 
announcement that it will close the Eraring power station early. Eraring power station is 
Australia’s largest coal-fired power plant located in New South Wales.34 Origin’s 
announcement was on 17 February 2022 and therefore not reflected in the New South 
Wales futures prices at 30 September 2021, published in the November 2021 report.35  

2.4. We monitor retailers to ensure cost reductions are passed through 
to consumers 

The ACCC enforces Part XICA of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010 (Cth) which 
includes a requirement that retailers make reasonable adjustments to their prices if they 
have experienced a sustained and substantial reduction in the ‘underlying costs of procuring 
electricity’.  

 e actively monitor retailers’ compliance with the retail prohibition to ensure that reductions 
in retailers’ costs are passed through to customers’ electricity bills.  e do this by comparing 
trends in elements of retailers’ input cost to trends in the prices of electricity offers. The 
ACCC also has the power to compel retailers to provide information and documents when 
investigating potential breaches of the retail prohibition. 

The ACCC is investigating retailers who may not have adequately passed on cost savings to 
their customers and will continue to closely monitor the pricing behaviours of retailers in the 
electricity market.  

In our November 2021 report, we anticipated that retailers’ wholesale electricity costs would 
continue to fall as older and more expensive hedging contracts continued to expire. Recent 
increases in wholesale spot market prices and associated increases in hedging contracts in 
some regions counter this trend. The time lag before any increase flows through to specific 
customer prices will depend on individual retailers’ hedging strategies and the extent to 
which they have locked in contracts during the period of lower prices. 

There is evidence of the expected upward impact on 2022–23 customer prices in recent 
standing offer draft determinations by regulators.36 

The Australian Energy Regulator’s draft decision on the 2022–23 default market offer stated 
that ‘wholesale costs are forecast to rise in all regions’.37 However, the draft decision did not 
propose overall increases for the default market offer in all regions (after adjusting for 
inflation) because in the some cases decreases in other cost components would offset the 

 
32  Australian Energy Regulator, Wholesale Markets Quarterly Q4 2021, Commonwealth of Australia, 23 February 2022, p 7. 
33  Australian Energy Regulator, Wholesale Markets Quarterly Q4 2021, Commonwealth of Australia, 23 February 2022, p 6. 
34   See Australian Energy Market Operator, NEM Generation Information February 2022, Australian Energy Market Operator 

website, 21 February 2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 
35  Origin Energy Limited, Origin proposes to accelerate exist from coal-fired generation [media release], Origin Energy 

Limited, 17 February 2022, accessed 16 May 2022.   

36  Both the Australian Energy Regulator and Essential Services Commission decisions were draft determinations; the figures 
may change in their final determinations (which will be published after this report was finalised). 

37  Australian Energy Regulator, Default market offer prices 2022-23: Draft determination, Commonwealth of Australia, 
18 February 2022, p 3. 

https://www.aer.gov.au/wholesale-markets/performance-reporting/wholesale-markets-quarterly-q4-2021
https://www.aer.gov.au/wholesale-markets/performance-reporting/wholesale-markets-quarterly-q4-2021
https://aemo.com.au/en/energy-systems/electricity/national-electricity-market-nem/nem-forecasting-and-planning/forecasting-and-planning-data/generation-information
https://www.originenergy.com.au/about/investors-media/origin-proposes-to-accelerate-exit-from-coal-fired-generation/
https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/guidelines-reviews/retail-electricity-prices-review-determination-of-default-market-offer-prices-2022%E2%80%9323/draft-decision
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expected wholesale increase.38 As a draft determination these figures may change, and the 
Australian Energy Regulator explicitly noted the potential for higher wholesale contract 
prices to flow through to the final determination when it is made.39 

The Essential Services Commission’s draft decision on the 2022–23 Victorian default offer 
also forecast an increase in retailers’ wholesale electricity costs and labelled this the main 
factor putting upward pressure on customer prices.40  

 e will carefully assess retailers’ costs to make sure that any increases to prices reflect 
genuine increases in costs.  
  

 
38  The Australian Energy Regulator’s draft decision is to equalise retail margins between regions, with a 3-year transition 

path. For 2022–23, this transition is decreasing prices in New South Wales, slightly increasing prices in south-east 
Queensland, and increasing prices in South Australia. Australian Energy Regulator, Default market offer prices 2022-23: 
Draft determination, 18 February 2022, pp 3, 46–48. 

39  Australian Energy Regulator, Default market offer prices 2022-23: Draft determination, Commonwealth of Australia, 
18 February 2022, p 3. 

40  Essential Services Commission, Victorian default offer 2022-23: Draft decision, Victorian Government, 15 March 2022, 
accessed 16 May 2022, pp 1–4. 

https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/guidelines-reviews/retail-electricity-prices-review-determination-of-default-market-offer-prices-2022%E2%80%9323/draft-decision
https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/guidelines-reviews/retail-electricity-prices-review-determination-of-default-market-offer-prices-2022%E2%80%9323/draft-decision
https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/guidelines-reviews/retail-electricity-prices-review-determination-of-default-market-offer-prices-2022%E2%80%9323/draft-decision
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/victorian-default-offer/victorian-default-offer-price-review-2022-23
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3. Market offers were generally cheaper than standing offers 

Most customers were on market offers in 2021, but there has been an increase in the 
proportion of customers on standing offers in Victoria. Although Victoria remained the region 
with the lowest proportion of standing offer customers, the percentage increased significantly 
from 2020. There are a number of unique Victorian market features that could explain the 
increase including a lower price difference between market and standing offers in the state. 

Residential customers on standing offers can make significant savings by switching to one of 
the low-price market offers. For small business customers, there are large savings to be 
made by switching from a standing to a low-price market offer, especially for small 
businesses that consume larger amounts of electricity.  

Our analysis this year shows that the median market offer is only marginally cheaper than 
the median standing offer, especially for small business customers. However, it still pays to 
shop around and switch to a low-price market offer, particularly for small businesses with 
large electricity usage.  

3.1. Most customers were on market offers but standing offer use 
increased in Victoria 

Continuing the theme of previous years, the vast majority of customers were on market 
offers in 2021 with small business customers (17% on standing offers) roughly twice as likely 
to be on standing offers than residential customers (9% on standing offers). Figures 3.1 and 
3.2 display the change in standing offer proportions since 2018 both in aggregate and within 
each region.41 

Most regions continued a gradual decline in the proportion of residential customers on 
standing offers. Victoria, the only exception, had an increase in standing offer use from 5% 
in quarter 3 2020 to 8% in quarter 3 2021. 

In general, the proportion of small business customers on standing offers remained stable. In 
South Australia, New South Wales and south-east Queensland, standing offer proportions 
have been largely flat or slightly decreasing. As with residential customers, Victorian small 
business customers were the exception with an increase in the proportion on standing offers 
from 12% in quarter 3 2020 to 15% in quarter 3 2021. 

Despite the increase, Victoria remained the region with the lowest proportion of standing 
offer customers as of 2021. The regional standing offer proportions for residential customers 
ranked from lowest to highest were 7.7% in Victoria, 7.8% in South Australia, 8.9% in New 
South Wales and 9.9% in south-east Queensland. The regional standing offer proportions for 
small business customers ranked from lowest to highest were 14.5% in Victoria, 14.9% in 
South Australia, 19.1% in New South Wales and 20.8% in south-east Queensland. 

A continued high proportion of market offers is a favourable trend for residential customers. 
Market offer customers tend to pay lower effective prices (see section 3.2). This indicates 
that retail competition is still working to the benefit of consumers, as retailers seek to 
innovate and provide better market offers than both the regulated standing offer and their 
competitors to increase market share. 

 
41  Standing offer proportions for quarter 3 2020 and 2021 are taken from our most recent data collection See appendix B for 

more detail. 
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Figure 3.1: Most households were on market offers 

Proportion of residential customers on market and standing offers 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data.  arket offer customers may include some customers who were on a market 
offer for only part of the period. For further information on methodology, please refer to appendix B. 

Figure 3.2: Most small businesses were on market offers, but the trend is largely flat 
since 2018 

Proportion of small business customers on market and standing offers 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Market offer customers may include some customers who were on a market 
offer for only part of the period. For further information on methodology, please refer to appendix B. 

As we noted in our May 2021 report, residential customers remain more likely to be on 
standing offers the further they live from major cities.42 In quarter 3 2021, 8% of metropolitan 
households, 9% of inner regional households and 12% of outer regional and remote 
households were on standing offers.43 Small business customers also demonstrated the 
same geographic variation in 2021 as they did in 2020 with those located in major cities the 
most likely to be on a standing offer. In 2021, 18% of metropolitan small businesses, 15% 
inner regional small businesses and 17% of outer regional or remote small businesses were 

 
42  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Inquiry into the National Electricity Market–May 2021 report, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 24 June 2021, p 26. 
43  See figure A4.12 in appendix E. 
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on standing offers.44 When considered across all regions combined, those proportions have 
changed little from 2020 to 2021. However, a Victorian increase in standing offer proportions 
of between 2 to 4 percentage points across all location categories masks a general decrease 
in all other regions.45 We discuss more on the increased percentage of customers on 
Victorian standing offers in section 3.4 below. 

Table 3.1: More Victorian customers were on standing offers in 2021 

Proportion of Victorian residential and small business customers on standing offers at Q3 
each year 

Customer type 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Residential 4.5% 5.0% 5.2% 7.7% 

Small business 10.8% 10.8% 11.9% 14.5% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Table 3.1 demonstrates the slight increase in Victorian standing offer proportions for both 
residential and small business customers from 2018 to 2020 followed by a much greater 
increase between 2020 and 2021. Between quarter 3 2020 and quarter 3 2021, the 
proportion of Victorian customers on standing offers increased by 2.5 percentage points for 
residential customers and 2.6 percentage points for small business customers. This 
indicates that significantly more Victorian customers moved onto standing offers than moved 
off standing offers in 2021 compared to recent years. 
 

Box 3.1: Why customers move onto standing offers 

Standing offers function as default offers for the sale and supply of electricity. Unlike market offers, 
which require a retailer to obtain a customer’s explicit informed consent, a customer can be on a 
standing offer if they do not actively engage with a retailer. 

Customers will be placed on a standing offer if: 

• they do not engage with their retailer or choose an alternative retailer when consuming electricity 
at a new premises 

• they do not engage with their retailer or choose an alternative retailer when a fixed term market 
offer expires 

• their retailer goes out of business and they are automatically moved to a new retailer. 

Financial savings are a major incentive to switch. Research by the Behavioural Insights Team found 
that participants in their study were most likely to be motivated to switch to another offer if they were 
told they would save a multiple of $50 or $100 a year.46 

A customer may also choose to move onto a retailer’s standing offer. Standing offer contracts have a 
guaranteed level of consumer protections that are higher than the required consumer protections in 
market offer contracts. Consumers may also take comfort from the government set prices that apply 
to standing offers. 

Victoria, unlike the other 3 regions in our billing database, regulates its retail market 
independently of the National Energy Retail Law and Rules. This means there are numerous 
points of difference in the regulatory framework that could account for differences in the take 

 
44  See figure A10.7 in appendix E. 
45  See figures A4.13 and A10.8, appendix E. 
46  The Behavioural Insights Team, Behavioural Insights Team report: Testing the impact of behaviourally informed energy 

bills and best offers, Essential Services Commission, 30 October 2018, accessed 16 May 2022, p 37. 

https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/new-standards-energy-bills-and-marketing-2018#tabs-container2
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/new-standards-energy-bills-and-marketing-2018#tabs-container2
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up of standing offers between Victoria and the other 3 regions. The differing impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic may also be a factor. Points of difference between Victoria and other 
regions that may be contributing factors include: 

• the smaller price difference in market and standing offer prices (see more on this below) 
disincentivising actively shopping around or encouraging take up of standing offers given 
the increased consumer protections they provide. We noted stakeholder concerns 
around whether the lower-priced Victorian default offer might lead to reduced customer 
engagement in our September 2020 report47 

• customers rolling onto standing offers upon expiry of market offers with fixed benefit 
periods following a 1 July 2020 Victorian rule change requiring any fixed benefits to 
cover the entire contract period. The rule change also confirmed the pre-existing 
requirement that customers who do not engage with their retailer must be rolled onto the 
retailer’s standing offer when their market contract expires48 

• greater consumer awareness and trust in the Victorian default offer. The Victorian 
government has actively marketed the Victorian default offer through initiatives such as 
the requirement to include prescribed text explaining how a customer can access this 
‘reasonably priced electricity offer set by Victoria’s independent regulator’ on the front 
page of every electricity bill issued from 1 July 2020.49 

We discuss more on the difference in market and standing offer effective prices in both 
Victoria and other regions in the following sections. 

3.2. Households can find better deals on market offers 

The decline in effective prices reported in section 2 of this report was reflected in the 
decrease in the effective prices for both market offer and standing offer customers, which 
have been gradually declining since 2018. 

Standing offers were originally intended to provide a safety net to ensure that customers get 
a basic service at a reasonable price, but over time they became some of the highest priced 
plans.50 In July 2019, the Australian Government introduced the default market offer in New 
South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland while the Victorian Government 
introduced the Victorian default offer. These reforms introduced standing offer price settings, 
protecting customers on standing offers by bringing those prices down. Between 2018 and 
2019 prices for standing offer customers decreased significantly (4.3% for residential and 
7.5% for small business) and by a greater amount than for market offer customers. Although 
standing offer effective prices have continued to fall, market offers remained the cheaper 
option for residential households in 2021, as shown in figure 3.3. 

 
47  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Inquiry into the National Electricity Market–September 2020 report, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 19 October 2020, p 44. 
48  Essential Services Commission, Ensuring contracts are clear and fair 2019 – Final decision, Victorian Government, 

28 February 2020, accessed 16 May 2022, p 51. 
49  Essential Services Commission, Ensuring contracts are clear and fair 2019 – Final decision, Victorian Government, 

28 February 2020, accessed 16 May 2022, p 68. 
50  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Restoring electricity affordability and Australia’s competitive 

advantage, Retail Electricity Pricing Inquiry—Final Report, Commonwealth of Australia, 11 July 2018, p 241. 

https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/energy/electricity-market-monitoring-2018-2025/september-2020-reports
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/ensuring-contracts-are-clear-and-fair-2019
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/inquiries-studies-and-reviews/electricity-and-gas-retail-markets-review-implementation-2018/ensuring-contracts-are-clear-and-fair-2019
https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/energy/retail-electricity-pricing-inquiry-2017-2018/final-report
https://www.accc.gov.au/regulated-infrastructure/energy/retail-electricity-pricing-inquiry-2017-2018/final-report
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Figure 3.3: Households paid less on market offers 

Effective prices paid by residential market and standing offer customers, all regions 
combined, excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Market offer customers continued to pay lower prices than standing offer customers in 2021. 
Looking at data across all regions, in quarter 3 2021 the median residential standing offer 
customer paid 4.1 c/kWh or 16% more than the median market offer customer. The median 
effective price was 24.9 c/kWh for market offers and 29.0 c/kWh for standing offer 
customers. Between quarter 3 2020 and quarter 3 2021 the effective price for residential 
customers decreased by 7.5% for market offers and 8.8% for standing offers. 

Households on standing offers could have made large savings by switching to a low-price 
market offer in 2021. Our analysis shows that a typical household could have saved $252 
per year, or 21% of their annual bill, by switching from the median standing offer to a low-
price market offer. We have selected the effective prices of market offer customers at the 
25th percentile of our dataset to represent an achievable low-price market offer.51 These 
effective prices are cheaper than 75% of those paid by market offer customers in our 
dataset, but are still more expensive than 25%. 

As shown in table 3.2, the results vary by region. Typical households in New South Wales, 
South Australia, and south-east Queensland could all have saved more than $300 by 
switching from the median standing offer to a low-price market offer. A typical household in 
Victoria could have saved $155 by making the same switch. This smaller saving likely 
reflects the Essential Services Commission’s objective when setting the Victorian default 
offer, which is to reflect the retailers’ efficient costs without any headroom.52  

 
51   We have improved the way we estimate the savings from switching compared to previous reports. See appendix B for 

more detail. 
52  Essential Services Commission, Victorian default offer 2022-23, Draft decision, Victorian Government, 15 March 2022, 

accessed 16 May 2022, p 35.   



 

Inquiry into the National Electricity Market—May 2022 report  32 

 

Table 3.2: Households could have saved by switching from a standing offer to a low-
price market offer 

Comparison of effective prices between median standing offer and 25th percentile market 
offer non-solar residential customers, annual bills using median standing offer usage, 
excluding GST, based on data from 2021 Q3 

Region 
Median 
usage 

(kWh/year) 

Standing offer 
annual bill 

applying median 
effective price 

($/year) 

Market offer 
annual bill 

applying 25th 
percentile effective 

price ($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
(%) 

Victoria 3,465 $1,095 $940 $155 14% 

NSW 4,553 $1,406 $1,022 $384 27% 

SA 3,400 $1,378 $1,063 $315 23% 

SEQ 3,785 $969 $667 $302 31% 

All 3,970 $1,200 $948 $252 21% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Results based on effective price data for customers with an annual usage 
within 5% of the median usage for each region. Median usage in this table is the annualised median daily usage in 
quarter 3 2021 of non-solar customers on standing offers. See appendix B for more detail. 

3.3. Small businesses can also save by switching, especially larger 
users 

Small business standing offer customers paid a median effective price that was 9.5 c/kWh or 
30% more than market offer customers. Small business customers on market offers paid a 
median effective price of 31.6 c/kWh and standing offer customers paid a median effective 
price of 41.2 c/kWh (figure 3.4). The effective price for small business customers decreased 
from 2020 to 2021 by 5.8% for market offers and 9.0% for standing offers. This resumes a 
general downward trend since 2018 that was interrupted in 2020 by a slight increase. 

Figure 3.4: Small businesses paid less on market offers 

Effective prices paid by small business market and standing offer customers, all regions 
combined, excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 
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The median effective price for all small business customers should be interpreted with care 
because of variations in the underlying usage between standing and market offer customers. 
Small business customers using standing offers tend to have lower usage than those on 
market offers. The aggregate small business median usage was 5,850 kWh. Those on 
standing offers had a much lower median usage of 3,089 kWh, while the median usage for 
market offer customers was more than double the standing offer level at 6,531 kWh. These 
large differences in usage make the effective price of market offers exaggerate the 
difference between the effective price of market and standing offers for small businesses.  

However, switching from a standing offer to a low-price market offer is still likely to result in big 
savings for many small businesses. As for residential customers, we have selected the 
effective prices of market offer customers that were ranked on the 25th percentile in our 
dataset to represent an achievable low-price market offer that a small business could switch 
to.  

The amount of savings depends strongly on how much electricity the customer uses as 
small businesses have a very wide range of usage. Our dataset shows that in 2020–21 one–
quarter of small businesses used less than 2,062 kWh while one–quarter of small 
businesses used more than 14,951 kWh.53  

Because there is such a wide variation in electricity usage between small businesses it is 
difficult to present a ‘typical’ small business, so for this analysis we provide savings figures 
for two types of small businesses: 

1. A smaller than average usage small business. As a proxy for this type of customer 
we take the median usage in each region of non-solar small business customers on a 
standing offer. Depending on the region, these customers consume between 1,743 
kWh and 4,632 kWh per year. 

2. A larger than average small business. For this type of customer we have selected an 
annual usage figure of 20,000 kWh per year. This usage figure has been used by the 
Australian Energy Regulator and the Essential Services Commission of Victoria to 
set their annual maximum standing offer bill amounts. 

Table 3.3 shows that a small business with relatively low usage in New South Wales, South 
Australia, and south-east Queensland could have saved more than $200 per year by 
switching from a median standing offer to a low-price market offer. These low usage small 
business customers in Victoria could have saved $74 per year.  

For higher usage customers (table 3.4), the savings were much larger. In New South Wales 
and South Australia, these customers could have saved over $1,200 per year by switching 
from the median standing offer to a low-price market offer ($1,274 in New South Wales and 
$1,344 in South Australia). These dollar savings amount to 22% and 18% lower annual bills. 
In south-east Queensland, a high usage small business could have saved $720 per year, or 
14% of their annual bill. In Victoria, a higher usage small business could have saved $330 
per year, or 7% of their annual bill. 

 
53  See figure A9.2 in appendix E. 
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Table 3.3: Small businesses with lower usage could still have saved by switching 
from a standing offer 

Comparison of effective prices between median standing offer and 25th percentile market 
offer non-solar small business customers, annual bills using median standing offer usage, 
excluding GST, based on data from 2021 Q3 

Region 
Median 
usage 

(kWh/year) 

Standing offer 
annual bill 

applying median 
effective price 

($/year) 

Market offer 
annual bill 

applying 25th 
percentile effective 

price ($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
(%) 

Victoria 2,778 $1,037 $963 $74 7% 

NSW 2,555 $1,190 $914 $276 23% 

SA 1,743 $978 $772 $206 21% 

SEQ 4,632 $1,515 $1,291 $224 15% 

All 2,802 $1,095 $969 $126 11% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Results based on effective price data for customers with an annual usage 
within 5% of the median for each region. Median usage in this table is the annualised median daily usage in quarter 3 
2021 of non-solar customers on standing offers. See appendix B for more detail. 

Table 3.4: Small businesses with higher usage could have saved more by switching 
from a standing offer 

Comparison of effective prices between median standing offer and 25th percentile market 
offer non-solar small business customers, annual bills for 20,000 kWh/year, excluding GST, 
based on data from 2021 Q3 

Region 
Standing offer annual 

bill applying median 
effective price ($/year) 

Market offer annual bill 
applying 25th 

percentile effective 
price ($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching (%) 

Victoria $4,777 $4,447 $330 7% 

NSW $5,821 $4,547 $1,274 22% 

SA $7,309 $5,965 $1,344 18% 

SEQ $5,039 $4,319 $720 14% 

All $5,194 $4,496 $698 13% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Results based on effective price data for customers with an annual usage 
within 5% of 20,000 kWh/year. 

As with the savings available to residential customers from switching from a median standing 
offer to a low-price market offer, the savings for small businesses are lower in Victoria. This 
likely reflects the Essential Services Commission’s objective when setting the Victorian 
default offer, which is to reflect the retailers’ efficient costs without any headroom.54 

 
54  Essential Services Commission, Victorian default offer 2022-23, Draft decision, Victorian Government, 15 March 2022, 

accessed 16 May 2022, p 35.  

https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/prices-tariffs-and-benchmarks/victorian-default-offer/victorian-default-offer-price-review-2022-23#toc--our-draft-decision
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3.4. It still pays to shop around and switch 

Our analysis shows that for customers with similar levels of usage, there is often not a large 
difference in median effective prices between those on standing offers and those on market 
offers. This suggests that customers are on a wide range of market offers, including many 
which are comparable to, or more expensive than, the median standing offer. 
 

Box 3.2: Use independent price comparators for a personalised switching estimate 

Consumers looking to reduce their electricity bills should consider using independent government 
comparators like Energy Made Easy or Victorian Energy Compare to shop around for a market offer 
that best suits their circumstances. These websites allow consumers to compare all generally 
available offers using their own electricity consumption data. This greatly simplifies the process of 
navigating different usage charges, daily supply charges, and seasonal or time of use pricing 
periods. 

Although other comparison services exist, only government comparators conduct searches across 
the entire range of generally available offers. Government comparison websites are operated solely 
in the interests of the consumer because their services are not funded directly by retailers. 

As shown in table 3.5, a typical residential customer could have saved $95 by switching from 
the median standing offer to the median market offer. This compares to $252 in savings if 
the same customer found a low-price market offer (see table 3.2, section 3.2). These results 
vary by region, but the trend is the same: a median market offer saves you much less than 
shopping around for a low-price market offer. The smallest gap between the median 
standing and market offer effective price was in Victoria, where a typical residential customer 
on a standing offer could have saved only $61 by switching to the median market offer. In 
New South Wales the typical residential customers could have saved $180, and in South 
Australia and south-east Queensland a typical residential customer could have saved $118. 
However, as reported in table 3.2 (section 3.2), these same customers in New South Wales, 
South Australia, and south-east Queensland could all have saved more than $300 by 
switching to a low-price market offer. 

Table 3.5: Households switching to a median market offer would have made smaller 
savings 

Comparison of standing offer and market offer median effective prices for non-solar 
residential customers, annual savings using median standing offer usage, excluding GST, 
based on data from 2021 Q3 

Region 
Median 
usage 

(kWh/year) 

Standing offer 
median 

effective price 
(c/kWh) 

Market offer 
median 

effective price 
c/kWh) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching (%) 

Victoria 3,465 31.6 29.8 $61 6% 

NSW 4,553 30.9 26.9 $180 13% 

SA 3,400 40.5 37.1 $118 9% 

SEQ 3,785 25.6 22.5 $118 12% 

All 3,970 30.2 27.8 $95 8% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Results based on effective price data for customers with an annual usage 
within 5% of the median for each region. Median usage in this table is the annualised median daily usage in quarter 3 
2021 of non-solar customers on standing offers. See appendix B for more detail. 

https://www.energymadeeasy.gov.au/
https://compare.energy.vic.gov.au/
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For small business customers, we again present results for 2 types of small businesses: 
those with lower-than-average usage and those with higher-than-average usage. 

For a typical lower than average usage small business customer, switching from the median 
standing offer to the median market offer might have only saved them $15 per year. As 
reported in section 3.3, this same small business could have saved 8 times more ($126) by 
shopping around for a low-price offer. The similarity between median standing and market 
offers was particularly strong in Victoria, where a typical lower than average usage small 
business might have saved only $2 by making the switch. Results for other regions show 
some good savings were still available, with $79 in savings available in New South Wales, 
and just over $120 in both of South Australia and south-east Queensland.  

Table 3.6: Small businesses with low usage would have made much smaller savings 
by switching to a median market offer, particularly in Victoria 

Comparison of standing offer and market offer median effective prices for non-solar small 
business customers, annual savings using median standing offer usage, excluding GST, 
based on data from 2021 Q3 

Region 
Median 
usage 

(kWh/year) 

Standing offer 
median 

effective price 
(c/kWh) 

Market offer 
median 

effective price 
(c/kWh) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching 
($/year) 

Amount 
saved by 

switching (%) 

Victoria 2,778 37.3 37.3 $2 0% 

NSW 2,555 46.6 43.5 $79 7% 

SA 1,743 56.1 49.1 $121 12% 

SEQ 4,632 32.7 30.1 $122 8% 

All 2,802 39.1 38.6 $15 1% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Results based on effective price data for customers with an annual usage 
within 5% of the median for each region. Median usage in this table is the annualised median daily usage in quarter 3 
2021 of non-solar customers on standing offers. See appendix B for more detail. 

The available savings in New South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland are 
much higher if these small businesses shopped around for a low-price market offer. As 
reported in table 3.3 (section 3.3), lower than average usage small businesses on a standing 
offer in these regions could each have saved more than $200 by finding a low-price market 
offer. 

For a typical higher than average usage small business customer, switching from the median 
standing offer to the median market offer could have saved $234 per year. As reported in 
section 3.3, this same small business could have saved 3 times as much ($698) by shopping 
around and finding a low-price market offer.  

Table 3.7 below shows that the savings available to larger than average small business 
customers on a standing offer vary greatly between regions. In Victoria, there were no 
savings available from switching to the median market offer. In other regions, large savings 
were still available, particularly in New South Wales and South Australia where a larger than 
average small business on a standing offer could have saved $743 and $816 respectively by 
switching to the median market offer. However, as reported in table 3.4 (section 3.3) these 
businesses could each have saved $500 more per year if they shopped around for a low-
price market offer. 
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Table 3.7: Small businesses with higher usage could have saved by switching to a 
median market offer, except in Victoria 

Comparison of standing offer and market offer median effective prices for non-solar small 
business customers, annual savings using 20,000 kWh/year, excluding GST, based on data 
from 2021 Q3 

Region 
Standing offer 

median effective 
price (c/kWh) 

Market offer median 
effective price 

(c/kWh) 

Amount saved 
by switching 

($/year) 

Amount saved 
by switching (%) 

Victoria 23.9 24.0 -$23 0% 

NSW 29.1 25.4 $743 13% 

SA 36.5 32.5 $816 11% 

SEQ 25.2 23.2 $390 8% 

All 26.0 24.8 $234 5% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. Results based on effective price data for customers with an annual usage 
within 5% of 20,000 kWh/year. See appendix B for more detail. 

The ACCC’s analysis of market and standing offers this year compares price outcomes for 
customers with similar levels of usage. This enables us to provide more accurate estimates 
of how much a customer could save by switching.55 The results show that for customers on 
standing offers, just switching to any market offer is not good enough. It is important that 
these customers shop around for a low-price market offer. 

The results also have implications for customers on market offers by showing that for many 
customer types the median market offer is only marginally better than a standing offer. This 
analysis is based on the actual bills paid by customers, which means many customers are 
on market offers that are saving them very little money compared to the standing offer. The 
analysis also shows that there are much better market offers available to customers that 
shop around, and that these customers can achieve significant savings. 
  

 
55  See appendix B for a description of our new methodology. 
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4. Customers facing financial hardship and payment 

difficulties faced the highest bills  

In this section, we describe the electricity usage, bills and effective prices faced by different 
groups of customers, with a particular spotlight on customers experiencing payment 
difficulties, financial hardship and customers who receive a concession. We occasionally use 
the term ‘financial vulnerability’ to collectively describe customers who are facing difficulty 
paying their electricity bill (customers on a payment plan or hardship program) or who may 
be less resilient to bill shock due to low and/or fixed income (customers receiving a 
concession). For quarter 3 2021, the overall proportion of customers on a payment plan or 
receiving hardship support was relatively low, at 3.2% and 1.9% respectively.  

Our analysis this year continues to show that customers experiencing payment difficulties 
face different outcomes compared to general customers. Hardship and payment plan 
customers use more electricity from the grid and face higher median bills than general 
customers. This is due in part to these households being less able to afford more efficient 
housing and appliances, including rooftop solar. The prevalence of rooftop solar is 
increasing among all customer groups, but the prevalence among customers facing payment 
difficulties continues to lag.  

The positive highlight of our analysis is the continued trend down in median effective prices 
faced by each customer group, and most significantly those customers on a payment plan 
and in financial hardship. 

4.1. Characteristics of customers facing payment difficulties  

Electricity bills are a significant cost-of-living issue. Many households experience trouble 
paying their electricity bill and even careful budgeting may not be enough to make ends 
meet. While households entrenched in a cycle of disadvantage or on a low or fixed income 
may be familiar with the pressure of chronic payment difficulties, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has reinforced just how quickly any household’s circumstances can suddenly change and 
lead to payment difficulties.  

The data that we collect from retailers does not provide any information about the 
characteristics of households that experience payment difficulties or financial hardship. 
However, these characteristics have been studied by others including St Vincent de Paul 
and the Consumer Action Law Centre (see box 4.1).  
 

 
56  Labaste, S, Households in the Dark II: Mapping electricity disconnections in South Australia, Victoria, New South Wales 

and South East Queensland, St Vincent de Paul Society and Alviss Consulting, August 2019, accessed 16 May 2022.  

Box 4.1: Examples of studies about households facing payment difficulties   

In its study of disconnections (the ultimate manifestation of a household’s inability to afford 
electricity), St Vincent de Paul point to key factors that can contribute to electricity becoming 
unaffordable including:  

• low and/or unpredictable income (including income support) 

• the cost of electricity (including the adequacy of alleviating measures such as concessions) 

• high consumption needs (due to household size, life cycle stages, illness etc) 

• inefficient consumption (due to low quality housing stock, appliances etc).56 

https://alvissconsulting.com/households-in-the-dark2/
https://alvissconsulting.com/households-in-the-dark2/
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Electricity retailers in all jurisdictions have important obligations to identify and assist 
customers having difficulty paying their electricity bills. Given the protections that exist, an 
important message to share with customers who are facing payment difficulties is to contact 
their retailer and ask for help. Taking early action gives the retailer and customer more 
opportunity to develop payment arrangements which may be more manageable for the 
customer and to explore options to reduce the customer’s bill, for example by finding a 
cheaper offer or a concession the customer may be eligible for.  

The policy discourse and regulatory frameworks around energy affordability are constantly 
evolving. For example, the Australian Energy Regulator is currently developing its first 
Consumer Vulnerability Strategy which will inform how it considers consumer issues across 
its work program. The Australian Energy Regulator’s vision for the strategy is for energy 
affordability to be improved, while also seeing consumers facing payment difficulty being 
offered more effective and tailored assistance from market participants.59  

4.2. Customers experiencing payment difficulties and financial hardship 
used more electricity than general customer groups  

Many factors influence the amount of energy a household consumes. For example, how 
many people live in the home, the local climate, the energy efficiency of the home and 
appliances, access to rooftop solar and whether they use gas as another source of energy. 

Hardship customers and payment plan customers continue to use significantly more 
electricity from the grid than general customers (figure 4.1). This is likely in part due to these 
households being unable to afford (or being otherwise restricted from accessing) more 
efficient housing and appliances, including rooftop solar. Household size and composition 
(such as more people per household) could also be a contributor.  

 
57  Around 50% of the people with energy issues in the Consumer Action Law Centre sample reported having Centrelink as 

their primary income source. 
58  Consumer Action Law Centre, Energy Assistance Report, 2nd edition, Consumer Action Law Centre, July 2019, accessed 

16 May 2022. 
59   Australian Energy Regulator, Consumer Vulnerability Strategy – Draft for consultation, Commonwealth of Australia, 

20 December 2021, accessed 16 May 2022. 

More specifically, the Consumer Action Law Centre has published a report on its review of calls to 
its financial counsellors from customers in Victoria, finding there continues to be a strong 
relationship between receiving a Centrelink income and issues with energy debt.57 In terms of other 
demographic markers, reports of energy issues among callers were found to be disproportionately 
higher among people living alone, single parents, people in private rentals, and women. People 
calling about energy issues are also more likely to report a ‘flagged vulnerability’ to financial 
counsellors, things such as experiencing mental health issues, or having recently lost their job.58 

https://consumeraction.org.au/energy-assistance-report-second-edition/
https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/guidelines-reviews/consumer-vulnerability-strategy
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Figure 4.1: Customers facing financial hardship and payment difficulties had the 
highest usage  

Quarterly grid usage by residential customer groups, all regions combined 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

In quarter 3 2021, customers on a hardship program had a median quarterly usage of 
2,121 kWh, and payment plan customers 1,916 kWh, compared to general customers at 
1,317 kWh.  

Concession customers continue to record the lowest quarterly usage from the grid at 1,190 
kWh in quarter 3. In section 4.5, we observe that concession customers were the most likely 
of the customer groups we considered to have solar panels.  

The most significant driver of hardship customers’ relatively high bills is high usage from the 
grid. While improving the accessibility of solar panels to low-income households will help 
drive down their reliance on electricity from the grid (see section 4.5), initiatives to reduce 
households’ electricity usage generally, such as by improving the energy efficiency of the 
housing stock available to low-income households, are also fundamentally important.60 

4.3. Higher usage led to higher bills for payment plan and hardship 
customers  

As we would expect, the pattern of electricity bills we observed largely follows the pattern of 
usage observed in section 4.2. That is, payment plan and hardship customers consistently 
faced the highest median quarter 3 bills in each of 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021 and 
concession customers the lowest (figure 4.2).  

The higher usage and therefore higher bills faced by hardship and payment plan customers 
may contribute to the development of, and enduring cycle of, payment difficulties for 
customers already struggling to cover the cost of their electricity usage. 

 
60  At a meeting of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Energy Council in November 2019, all jurisdictions agreed 

to an Addendum to the Trajectory for Low Energy Buildings – Existing Buildings, committing them to establishing a 
framework for energy-efficiency standards for renters by the end of 2022, to be implemented in law by 2025. Setting 
minimum requirements before properties are rented can ensure those most vulnerable in the community have access to 
healthier and more affordable housing. 

https://www.energy.gov.au/publications/trajectory-for-low-energy-buildings-addendum


 

Inquiry into the National Electricity Market—May 2022 report  41 

 

Figure 4.2: Customers experiencing payment difficulties and financial hardship faced 
the highest quarterly bills   

Quarterly bills for residential customer groups, all regions combined, excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

In quarter 3 2021, the median quarterly bill for a customer on a payment plan was $456, only 
slightly more expensive than a hardship customer at $445. Given hardship customers had a 
higher median usage, the difference in bills is likely to be in part due to the more targeted 
assistance given by retailers to hardship customers.  

Customers receiving a concession, the lowest median users of electricity, faced the lowest 
median quarter 3 bills of $247. The data we report reflects the application of the concession 
according to the value it had during that quarter.  

However, the data confirmed that across every customer group, the median quarter 3 bill fell 
by at least 8% in quarter 3 2021, with slightly higher percentage falls for both hardship 
(9.6%) and payment plan (9.3%) categories of customers. For hardship and payment plan 
customers, this represented a reduction of around $47 in their household quarterly bill 
compared to the same time the previous year.  

Whilst regulators and governments took a number of actions in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic that likely had a positive impact on electricity affordability, the reduction in bills we 
observed across all customer groups reflects a real fall in prices. In our November 2021 cost 
stack report, we found the cost per unit of electricity supplied in 2020–21 was at its lowest 
level in 8 years. The reduction in effective prices that we observe is consistent with these 
reduced costs flowing through to bills for all customer groups.  

Our analysis is based on a comparison of billable usage (that is, a calculation of usage 
multiplied by price, less discounts and concessions) across different customer groups. 
Particularly in the case of hardship customers and payment plan customers, the billable 
amount may not represent the actual amount the customer is invoiced for payment in that 
quarter, nor what they actually paid. For example, as part of providing support to customers 
experiencing payment difficulties, retailers will work with their customers to develop a 
payment plan arrangement which takes into account a customer’s capacity to pay. This may 
result in a customer paying less than their usage, or for another customer, they may begin to 
pay more than their usage to catch up on arrears. Our analysis does not specifically take 
payment plan arrangements into account due to their unique nature. 
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4.4. Customers experiencing financial vulnerability faced the lowest 
effective prices  

It is useful to consider effective prices faced by customers alongside the usage data we 
reported in section 4.2 and the bill amount we reported in section 4.3.  

An electricity bill is typically made up of two components: a fixed charge associated with 
maintaining an active electricity connection and a variable charge. The variable component 
of the bill is directly influenced by how and when a household uses electricity and the type of 
offer they are on. 

Effective price is calculated as the bill amount after rebates and concessions have been 
applied, divided by usage. Effective price therefore takes usage into account and shows the 
underlying rates that customers face over time. Just considering bill amount would overlook 
the impact of a change in usage, and this has been significant during periods of COVID-19 
pandemic restrictions. 

The median effective prices faced by each customer group have continued to trend down, 
reaching their lowest levels in quarter 3 2021 since our data series commenced in quarter 3 
2018 as shown in figure 4.3. 

Figure 4.3: Financially vulnerable customers faced the lowest effective prices 

Effective prices paid by residential customer groups, all regions combined, excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

The 7.4% decrease from quarter 3 2020 to quarter 3 2021 is broadly consistent across all 
customer groups. However, with usage relatively consistent compared to last year, the fall in 
effective prices is indicative of a fall in real electricity prices as wholesale cost reductions 
flow through to customers’ bills.  

Although payment plan and hardship customer groups faced the highest median bills and 
concession customers the lowest (see section 4.3), the effective median price faced by 
these the 3 categories of financially vulnerable customer groups is consistently lower than 
general customers.  

General customers (that is, customers who were not a hardship, payment plan, or 
concession customer) faced the highest effective price of 26.9 c/kWh, around 6 c/kWh more 
than hardship (21.6c/kWh) and concession (21.0c/kWh) customers. Payment plan 
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customers also paid more than hardship and concession customers, but less than general 
customers, at a median 24.3 c/kWh. 

For payment plan and hardship customers, the pairing of high bills with low effective prices 
may be partly explained by these households’ relatively higher median usage (as any fixed 
costs are spread across this relatively higher usage when we convert to c/kWh). It may also 
reflect assistance by retailers in accordance with their hardship policies such as moving a 
hardship customer onto a cheaper market offer or helping them access any concessions 
and/or rebates they might be eligible for. For concession customers, the pairing of low bills 
with low effective prices is more likely indicative of the impact of their concession. 

4.5. Lower prevalence of rooftop solar among hardship and payment 
plan customers  

Installing rooftop solar can be a big investment, and the benefits accrue over many years. 
The cost of installing a standard rooftop solar panel system generally varies between $3,000 
and $12,000. 61 The price mostly depends on location, as well as the size of the system – the 
larger the system, the more expensive it will be. The effectiveness of the system, that is how 
much energy is generated, can also depend on a number of factors, including local climate. 

As we discuss in detail in section 5, we continue to observe growth in the prevalence of 
rooftop solar among residential and small business. In this section, we highlight that we 
observe this trend extends to customers experiencing financial vulnerability. The proportion 
of each residential customer group who had solar panels installed is shown in figure 4.4. 

Figure 4.4: The prevalence of solar among hardship and payment plan customers is 
increasing, but still behind other groups  

Proportion of residential customers who had solar by customer group, all regions combined 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

The rates of rooftop solar for concession customers and general customers at 1 July 2020 
were similar, at 19% and 18% respectively. Particularly strong growth in solar among 
general customers in the 12 months to 1 July 2021 meant those customers became the 
customer group with the highest prevalence of solar at 23%. Our data does not allow 
findings to be made about the relatively high prevalence of solar among customers who are 

 
61  Wrigley, K, Solar installation costs explained, Canstar Blue website, 1 March 2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 

https://www.canstarblue.com.au/solar/solar-installation-cost/
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currently receiving a concession. But this could capture a range of scenarios, including for 
example, that a household installed solar before its income changed through retirement. Or 
that a household’s eligibility for a solar installation incentive program made the investment 
affordable.  

While hardship and payment plan customers had the lowest rate of rooftop solar at 9% and 
11% respectively at 1 July 2021, this represents a 1.4 and 2.0 percentage point increase for 
the respective customer groups compared to previous year.62  

While the general upward trend in the rate of solar indicates more customers are reducing 
their reliance on electricity from the grid and facing lower electricity bills, further research 
would be needed to understand this data in the context of customers facing financial 
hardship or payment difficulties. 

For example, the data does not indicate the extent to which customers invested in rooftop 
solar before or after initially facing financial difficulty, whether they rent a premises where a 
landlord or building owner has made the investment, or whether they were able to benefit 
from any of the increasing number of policy measures designed to make solar more 
accessible to more households (see box 4.2).  

As discussed in section 4.2, hardship customers have a high reliance on electricity from the 
grid, which is a key driver of the high bills they face. Increasing the accessibility of rooftop 
solar to help drive down the bills of financially vulnerable households will continue to be a 
significant economic and social objective. Some examples of current state government 
initiatives to improve the affordability or accessibility of solar to low-income households are 
set out in box 4.2.  

 

 
62  See supplementary table A6.2 in appendix E.  
63  At the time of publication there did not appear to be solar programs by the Queensland Government for low-income 

households specifically. The ‘Affordable Energy Plan’ established in 2018 by the  ueensland Government included 
interest free loans and rebates for solar and battery systems to households and businesses. Applications closed 30 June 
2020 and was not limited to low-income households. See Department of Energy and Public Works, Affordable Energy 
Plan: making electricity more affordable, Queensland Government website, last updated 4 February 2021, accessed 16 
May 2022. 

64  Solar Victoria, Solar for community housing, Victorian Government website, reviewed 6 April 2022, accessed 
16 May 2022. 

65  Solar Victoria, Solar rebates for rental properties, Victorian Government website, reviewed 11 April 2022, accessed 
16 May 2022. 

Box 4.2: Examples of initiatives to improve the affordability or accessibility of 
rooftop solar to low-income households63   

Solar for community housing in Victoria64 

Not-for-profit community housing providers in Victoria can apply for solar panel rebates on behalf of 
their renters. Solar Victoria can support eligible community housing providers who are preparing to 
install solar on their properties. From 1st July 2021, the maximum rebate amount is $1,400 per 
tenancy. 

Solar rebates for rental properties in Victoria65  

The Solar for Rentals program offers eligible rental providers a rebate of up to $1,400 for the 
installation of solar panels on their property, reducing the upfront costs of solar while increasing the 
value and appeal of their property. Eligible rental providers can also apply for an interest-free loan 

https://www.epw.qld.gov.au/about/initiatives/affordable-energy-plan
https://www.epw.qld.gov.au/about/initiatives/affordable-energy-plan
https://www.solar.vic.gov.au/solar-community-housing
https://www.solar.vic.gov.au/solar-rebates-rental-properties
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4.6. The share of standing offers among financially vulnerable 
customers in Victoria increased   

Following a long-established trend since the implementation of competition, the proportion of 
residential customers on standing offers has generally declined or stabilised as more 
customers move to cheaper market offers. In section 3 of this report, we discussed in detail 
the observation that customers in Victoria moved counter to this trend in quarter 3 2021, with 
an increase in the proportion of customers on standing offers in all customer groups.  

In this section of the report, we note this is an unusual trend for hardship customers in 
particular, and we reinforce the message to customers already facing payment difficulties to 
check with their retailer if they are on the market offer that best suits them. Many customers 
may be able to save by switching offers. 

Table 4.1 shows that, in Victoria, that the proportion of vulnerable customers on standing 
offers roughly doubled in each vulnerable customer group between quarter 2020 and quarter 
2021 (concession customers increased from 3.6% to 6.0%, payment plan customers 3.1% to 
6.8% and hardship program customers 1.0% to 2.4%). Other regions showed falls or 
remained relatively stable in each category.  

 
66  Energy NSW, Apply for solar for low income households, New South Wales Government website, last updated 8 March 

2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 
67  South Australian Government, Solar offer to low income households, South Australian Government website, last updated 

25 February 2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 

of up to $1,400 to further reduce the upfront cost. 

Solar for Low Income Households in New South Wales66  

This program helps eligible homeowners on low incomes by installing (at no cost to the 
homeowner) a 3 kilowatt solar panel system on their homes, potentially saving those households 
up to $600 per year on their bills. This program is expanding across New South Wales. 

Switch for Solar in South Australia67 

The Switch for Solar program allows eligible concession holders to exchange 10 years of their 
energy concession and Cost of Living Concession for a 4.4 kilowatt solar panel system, installed 
at little to no upfront cost. The average quoted savings are $538 per year over and above the 
concessions. Switch for Solar launched in limited areas in 2021. From mid-2022, the program will 
be available for the first 5,000 households state-wide. 

https://www.energysaver.nsw.gov.au/browse-energy-offers/household-offers/apply-solar-low-income-households
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/concessions/household-concessions/solar-offer
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Table 4.1: Despite a general trend towards market offers, the proportion of financially 
vulnerable customers on a standing offer has increased in Victoria  

Proportion of customers on a standing offer, all customer groups 

Region  Customer group 2018 Q3 2019 Q3 2020 Q3 2021 Q3 

Victoria Concession 4.0% 4.0% 3.6% 6.0% 

 Hardship 1.7% 1.0% 1.0% 2.4% 

 Payment plan 1.4% 1.1% 3.1% 6.8% 

 General 4.8% 5.5% 6.1% 8.7% 

 All 4.5% 5.0% 5.2% 7.7% 

NSW Concession 11.4% 7.4% 7.9% 6.8% 

 Hardship 2.1% 1.8% 1.8% 1.1% 

 Payment plan 1.6% 1.4% 9.1%68 7.5% 

 General 14.7% 12.3% 11.1% 9.9% 

 All 13.6% 10.9% 10.0% 8.9% 

SA Concession 5.6% 5.2% 5.7% 6.2% 

 Hardship 2.6% 2.1% 1.5% 0.8% 

 Payment plan 2.9% 2.0% 3.4% 3.1% 

 General 9.8% 8.8% 9.0% 8.6% 

 All 8.6% 7.7% 7.9% 7.8% 

SEQ69 Concession 10.1% 6.5% 8.5% 8.8% 

 Hardship 1.4% 1.1% 1.2% 0.8% 

 Payment plan 2.1% 1.7% 9.1%70 7.5% 

 General 11.9% 9.9% 13.9% 10.7% 

 All 11.2% 8.7% 10.4% 9.9% 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Victoria’s Payment Difficulty Framework sets out the minimum assistance retailers must 
provide for residential customers anticipating or facing payment difficulties. For customers 
already in arrears, this includes practical measures to help a customer lower their energy 
costs including, but not limited to, the tariff that is most likely to minimise the customer’s 
energy costs, based on the retailer’s knowledge of the customer’s pattern of energy use and 
payment history.71 There are similar requirements in the Retail Law, which applies in 
Queensland, New South Wales and South Australia.72 Given this, the observation of an 
increase in hardship customers in Victoria on a standing offer is surprising. In section 3.1 of 
this report, we discussed a range of factors which may explain the increase in customers on 
standing offers in Victoria more generally. It is possible that these factors similarly apply to 
hardship customers. For example, even if a retailer helps a hardship customer move to a 
cheaper market offer when the customer initially begins receiving hardship support, just like 

 
68  As we reported in our May 2021 report, the increase of payment plan customers on a standing offer between 2019 and 

2020 is mostly attributed to improvements in the data provided by certain retailers, who had previously been unable to 
separate payment plan customers who were in financial difficulties but not in hardship.  

69  See appendix B for further detail on south-east Queensland results.  
70  See footnotes 68, 69.  
71  Energy Retail Code of Practice 2022 s 128(1)(f)(i).   
72  National Energy Retail Law (South Australia) Act 2011, s 44.  
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general customers, hardship customers still need to take fresh action at the expiry of a fixed 
term market offer and agree to a new market offer, or otherwise they will be rolled onto the 
retailer’s standing offer. We would encourage retailers to regularly help hardship customers 
to review their expiring offers. 

These regulatory requirements have driven the substantial majority of hardship customers 
across all regions to be on market offers. Whilst retailers are not required to help payment 
plan customers (who are not being managed under a hardship policy) move to a better offer 
it is likely many often do, as evidenced by a higher rate of market offers among payment 
plan customers compared to general customers.  
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5. Solar customers continued to benefit from rebates and 

paid lower rates  

There has been continued growth in solar uptake for both residential and small business 
customers in 2021, although we see higher levels and faster growth for households. Newer 
solar customers on negotiated feed-in tariffs exported higher volumes to the grid in 2021 
than in 2020. 

Residential and small business customers with solar panels continued to pay much lower 
effective prices than non-solar customers because they earned feed-in tariff payments, or 
rebates, for exporting electricity generated by their solar panels to the grid. Feed-in tariff 
payments are a return that customers earn from investing in solar panels. Our results do not 
capture the upfront costs of solar panel installation, which should be considered when 
interpreting the lower effective prices paid by solar customers compared with non-solar 
customers. New solar customers continued to earn less than early solar panel adopters on 
subsidised feed-in tariffs, described in our analysis as premium feed-in tariffs.  
 

5.1. More households and small businesses continued to install solar  

The increase of solar panel uptake over time is a positive trend. Residential customers are 
driving this solar uptake, although there is still gradual growth in solar by small business 
customers. In figure 5.1, the proportion of residential solar customers increased in all regions 

 
73  These regulatory decisions typically take into account forecast wholesale spot market prices as an indication of the actual 

cost to supply. 

Box 5.1: Solar definitions to note while reading this section 

• A ‘feed-in tariff’ is a payment to solar customers for electricity supplied into the grid. The feed-in 
tariff is a cents per kilowatt figure (for example, 10 cents per kilowatt hour) and customers receive 
a rebate that comes off their final electricity bill. The rebate is the eligible feed-in tariff amount 
(c/kWh) multiplied by volume of electricity (kWh). We discuss in our analysis 2 types of feed-in 
tariffs: premium and negotiated.  

• A ‘premium feed-in tariff’, also described in our analysis as ‘subsidised’, refers to the rates paid 
under legacy state government schemes. These feed-in tariffs are typically much higher than 
negotiated feed-in tariffs and are defined in our methodology as 30 c/kWh or more. The schemes 
are subsidised by payments collected from other electricity users on the same distribution network, 
or by state governments recovering the cost from taxpayers. These feed-in tariffs were set 
generously with the view to encourage consumers to install solar panel systems during earlier 
days of solar uptake. The feed-in tariffs under these state schemes are fixed and have prohibitions 
to maintain customer eligibility, such as the inability to upgrade solar panel system size. These 
schemes are closed to new entrants, though retailers continue to pay out these rates to early 
adopters. The New South Wales Government is the only government to have entirely closed the 
scheme. 

• A ‘negotiated feed-in tariff’ refers to the rates set and paid by the retailer. These rates are typically 
much lower than subsidised rates and are defined in our methodology as less than 30 c/kWh. This 
rate typically reflects the wholesale cost to supply and will be less than the electricity rate paid in a 
customer’s bills, which includes network, wholesale, retail, and environmental components. All new 
solar customers will receive a negotiated feed-in tariff for the electricity they supply to the grid. 
These rates vary based on retailer and type of plan. State regulators also set minimum feed-in 
tariffs or benchmarks for what a fair feed-in tariff is.73 

• The ‘effective price for solar customers’ (cents per kilowatt) refers to the net amount paid by solar 
customers, accounting for the rebates they receive from exporting electricity generated by their 
solar panels, divided by the volume of electricity they draw from the grid.  
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as at 1 July each year for 2019, 2020 and 2021. The total residential solar uptake in these 
regions has grown more in 2021 relative to 2020. In 2019, 2020 and 2021 the proportion of 
households with solar was 16%, 18% and 22%, respectively. Figure 5.2. shows the total 
small business solar uptake also increased. In 2019, 2020 and 2021 the proportion of small 
business customers with solar was, 6%, 7% and 9%, respectively. Solar uptake by small 
business customers has therefore been much lower and grown much slower than 
households over time.  

The rise in household solar in recent years can be attributed to several factors. Community 
concerns about the environment, particularly the impact of fossil fuel generation on carbon 
emissions, is a key factor in the growing uptake of solar.74 In addition, cheaper costs of solar 
panel systems, and more recently, changing consumption patterns arising from working from 
home arrangements driven by the COVID-19 pandemic are also contributing factors. Shifts 
in household spending on home improvement projects, and the support of state solar 
schemes are further reasons.75 Some examples of current state government initiatives to 
improve household affordability and accessibility to solar and solar battery systems are set 
out in box 5.2. 
 

There are several reasons discussed below that may explain the slower and lower levels of 
uptake for small business customers.  

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on small businesses likely reduced their ability to 
invest in solar. The COVID-19 pandemic caused sustained disruptions to business activity 
that businesses are still recovering from. The Australian Bureau of Statistics observed in its 

 
74  Australian Energy Regulator, State of the energy market 2021, Commonwealth of Australia, 2 July 2021, p 20.  
75  Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources, Solar PV and batteries, Commonwealth of Australia, 2022, 

accessed 16 May 2022; Australian Energy Council, Solar Report: Third quarter 2021, Australian Energy Council, 31 March 
2022, accessed 16 May 2022, p 7. 

76  At the time of publication there did not appear to be programs by the Queensland Government for solar panel or solar 
battery systems. 

77  Victorian Government, Solar Homes Program – Solar panel (PV) rebate, Victorian Government website, last updated 6 
April 2022, accessed 1   ay 2022. The ‘Affordable Energy Plan’ established in 2018 by the  ueensland Government 
included interest free loans and rebates for solar and battery systems to households and businesses. Applications closed 
30 June 2020. See Department of Energy and Public Works, Affordable Energy Plan: making electricity more affordable, 
Queensland Government website, last updated 4 February 2021, accessed 16 May 2022. 

78  New South Wales Government, Energy Saver – Apply for the Empowering Homes solar battery loan offer, New South 
Wales Government website, last updated 20 April 2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 

79  The subsidy amount will be phased down as uptake of the scheme increases. In April 2020, the subsidy reduced to $4,000 
from $6,000 and in September 2020, the subsidy further reduced to $3,000. Department for Energy and Mining, Home 
Battery Scheme, South Australian Government website, 2021, accessed 16 May 2022.  

Box 5.2: Examples of initiatives that encourage investment in household solar76 

Solar Homes Program in Victoria77  

The program was announced by the Victorian Government in August 2018 and includes rebates and 
interest free loans to install solar rooftop panels. This program includes eligibility for both owner-
occupiers and renters. 

Empowering Homes solar battery loan offer in New South Wales78 

Launched in February 2020 as a pilot program by the New South Wales Government, this program 
includes interest free loans to install solar battery systems. This offer is applicable to homeowners in 
eligible postcodes and does not include solar-only options. 

Home Battery Scheme in South Australia79 

This scheme was launched in October 2018 by the South Australian Government to help eligible 
households access subsidies and loans to pay for the installation of home battery systems. Applicants 
must be the owner of the property or have consent from the owner to install a battery system. 

https://www.aer.gov.au/publications/state-of-the-energy-market-reports/state-of-the-energy-market-2021
https://www.energy.gov.au/households/solar-pv-and-batteries
https://www.energycouncil.com.au/reports/
https://www.solar.vic.gov.au/solar-panel-rebate
https://www.epw.qld.gov.au/about/initiatives/affordable-energy-plan
https://www.energysaver.nsw.gov.au/browse-energy-offers/household-offers/apply-empowering-homes-solar-battery-loan-offer#whats-on-offer
https://www.homebatteryscheme.sa.gov.au/about-the-scheme
https://www.homebatteryscheme.sa.gov.au/about-the-scheme
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March 2022 Business Conditions and Sentiments survey that small businesses were more 
likely to anticipate difficulty in meeting their financial commitments.80 Further, in its most 
recent survey the Australian Bureau of Statistics observed that medium businesses were 
more likely to have increased costs.81 This contributes toward businesses prioritising other 
commitments and costs over investing in solar. 

In addition, we consider solar may be less accessible to small businesses than households 
as there are fewer state government schemes providing incentives for solar panel uptake 
targeted towards small businesses. Small businesses that rent their premises are also less 
likely to have solar since the decision to install solar rests upon the landlord as opposed to 
the renter.82 In the December 2021 Sentiment and Behaviour survey by Energy Consumers 
Australia, over 60% of small business respondents agreed that the lack of access to solar 
was unfair due to renting and over 70% agreed that the government should create more 
incentives for landlords to install solar at rental properties.83 

In Victoria, the Solar for Small Business rebates initiative by the Victorian Government 
provides rebates for small businesses who install an approved small scale solar panel 
system up to 30 kW. Businesses who own their premises and those who rent can apply for 
the Solar for Business rebate, and applications opened on 28 May 2021.84 There does not 
appear to be equivalent schemes in other regions that provide incentives to small 
businesses that rent to invest in a solar panel system.  

Further, small businesses who use less electricity generally or have peak electricity 
consumption at night may be less motivated to invest in solar. Small businesses vary greatly 
in their electricity consumption level and usage patterns, affecting their incentives to invest in 
solar. Generally, there are greater savings with investing in solar when usage is higher and 
occurs during the day, when there is peak rooftop solar generation. We know that small 
businesses have a wide range of usage from the large interquartile range we observe in our 
data (see figure 2.4 in section 2.2). Energy Consumers Australia note while households vary 
in terms of consumption levels and patterns, the type of business being conducted can 
arguably have a much greater impact on consumption. A small office-based business largely 
operating during business hours will have very different consumption levels and usage 
patterns to a restaurant that is open seven days a week with peak operating hours during the 
evening.85  

 
80  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Business Conditions and Sentiments – March 2022, Australian Bureau of Statistics 

website, 31 March 2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 
81  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Business Conditions and Sentiments – April 2022, Australian Bureau of Statistics website, 

28 April 2022, accessed 16 May 2022.  
82  This is because of ‘split incentives’ where the landlord pays for solar installation, however the renter benefits from lower 

electricity bills. See: B Browne and Noah Schultz-Byard, Something new under the sun – Solar PV on South Australian 
rentals, Australia Institute, 19 January 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, pp 9–10. 

83  Energy Consumers Australia, Energy Consumer Sentiment & Behaviour Surveys – Small Business Results, Energy 
Consumers Australia, 14 December 2021, accessed 16 May 2022. 

84  Solar Victoria, Solar for Business Program, Victorian Government website, reviewed 18 March 2022, accessed 16 May 
2022. 

85  Energy Consumers Australia, Analysis of small business retail energy bills in Australia – Final Report December 2021, 
Energy Consumers Australia, accessed 16 May 2022, p 5. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/business-indicators/business-conditions-and-sentiments/mar-2022
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/business-indicators/business-conditions-and-sentiments/latest-release
https://australiainstitute.org.au/report/something-new-under-the-sun/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/report/something-new-under-the-sun/
https://ecss.energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/sentiment-survey-december-2021/featured-content-small-business-sentiment-dec-2021/
https://www.solar.vic.gov.au/solar-small-business
https://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/projects/retail-tariff-tracker
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Figure 5.1: Continued growth in the proportion of households with solar  

Proportion of residential customers who had solar 

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing data.  

Figure 5.2: Solar uptake also increased for small business customers 

Proportion of small business customers who had solar 

 

Source:  ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. 

Regional comparisons show solar uptake in 2021 was highest in South Australia and south-
east Queensland and lowest in Victoria and New South Wales for both residential and small 
business solar customers (figures 5.1 and 5.2). 

In South Australia and south-east Queensland, around one-third of residential customers 
(34%) are solar customers in 2021, compared with 27% and 30% in 2020 respectively. Solar 
uptake was much lower in Victoria and New South Wales, at 17% of residential customers in 
2021. These regional differences likely reflect favourable prevailing conditions for solar 
generation in South Australia and south-east Queensland. There were also initiatives in 
these regions to encourage the uptake of solar and solar batteries as mentioned above.  
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For small business customers, solar uptake in 2021 was 16% in South Australia, 13% in 
south-east Queensland and 7% in Victoria and New South Wales.  

5.2. New solar customers are exporting more power to the grid  

Newer solar customers on negotiated feed-in tariffs continue to supply more electricity to the 
grid than early solar adopters on subsidised premium feed-in tariffs (figure 5.3).86 Solar 
households in South Australia and south-east Queensland are leading the regions in 
exporting high volumes of electricity to the grid (figure 5.3).  

Figure 5.3 Solar customers on a negotiated feed-in tariff exported more electricity to 
the grid 

Quarterly median feed-in supply by residential customers 

 

Source: ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows median values by region. 
Note: New South Wales Government is the only government to have entirely closed the premium feed-in tariff scheme. 

Solar customers on negotiated rates supplied much higher median volumes of electricity into 
the grid than premium rate customers across the 4 regions (figure 5.3). For residential solar 
customers in quarter 3 2021, negotiated feed-in tariff customers supplied a median 853 kWh 
electricity to the grid, while premium rate customers supplied 345 kWh (508 kWh difference, 
shown in figure 5.3). Similarly, for small business solar customers in quarter 3 2021, 
negotiated feed-in tariff customers supplied a median 1,286 kWh electricity to the grid, while 
premium rate customers supplied 735 kWh (551 kWh difference).  

Solar customers on negotiated rates supplied higher volumes to the grid than early solar 
adopters on premium rates most likely because these customers invested in new solar 
capacity with larger system sizes. Further, many of the eligibility requirements to remain on a 
premium rate prohibit augmenting the solar panel system, so the scope for premium rate 
solar customers to export more electricity to the grid over time is limited.87 

Residential customers on a negotiated feed-in tariff supplied much higher volumes of 
electricity to the grid in 2021 compared to 2020 (figure 5.3). There was a 19% increase in the 
quarterly median level of residential solar exports across all regions in 2021, compared to a 

 
86  See also figure A12.3 in appendix E.  
87  Queensland Government, Solar Bonus Scheme 44c feed-in tariff: How to maintain your eligibility, Queensland 

Government website, last updated 6 March 2018, accessed 16 May 2022; Victorian Government, Maintaining eligibility for 
the premium feed-in tariff, Victorian Government website, last updated 3 April 2020, accessed 16 May 2022; South 
Australian Government, Solar feed-in payments, South Australian Government website, last updated 4 March 2022, 
accessed 16 May 2022. 

  A

Victoria  S SA SE All

 
e
g
o
ti
a
te
d

P
re
m
iu
m

 
e
g
o
ti
a
te
d

P
re
m
iu
m

 
e
g
o
ti
a
te
d

P
re
m
iu
m

 
e
g
o
ti
a
te
d

P
re
m
iu
m

 
e
g
o
ti
a
te
d

P
re
m
iu
m

0

 00

 00

 00

200,1

 
 
 

201    

2020   

2021   

https://www.qld.gov.au/housing/buying-owning-home/energy-water-home/solar/feed-in-tariffs/solar-bonus-scheme-44c
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/renewable-energy/victorian-feed-in-tariff/premium-feed-in-tariff/maintaining-eligibility-for-the-premium-feed-in-tariff
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/renewable-energy/victorian-feed-in-tariff/premium-feed-in-tariff/maintaining-eligibility-for-the-premium-feed-in-tariff
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/energy-and-environment/energy-bills/solar-feed-in-payments


 

Inquiry into the National Electricity Market—May 2022 report  53 

 

9% increase in 2020. While there was an increase for small business in 2021 of 9%, the 
increase was 11% in 2020. 

The trend of increasing residential and small business solar exports can be attributed to 
expanding capacity of solar panel systems over time, driven by improving technology and 
decreasing costs for these systems.88 According to analysis from the Clean Energy 
Regulator, the average system size for rooftop solar panels increased from 7.5 kW in the 
June 2020 quarter to 8.3 kW in the June 2021 quarter.89 

The regulatory environment around solar export pricing arrangements is also changing over 
time. On 12 August 2021, The Australian Energy Market Commission made a final rule 
change to the National Electricity Rules and National Energy Retail Rules to integrate 
distributed energy resources such as small-scale solar and batteries more efficiently into the 
electricity grid. This rule change included removing the existing prohibition on distribution 
business from developing solar export pricing options.90 Prior to this rule change, distributors 
could not charge for export services into the grid, and hosted rooftop solar exports as a ‘free’ 
service. The rapid growth in rooftop solar panels causes increases in costs related to 
network congestion and voltage instability, in turn paid for by all consumers through higher 
energy bills.91 Solar export pricing arrangements will not be introduced immediately; 
however, this rule change will affect solar customers in the future.92  

5.3. Customers on subsided feed-in tariffs still earned the highest solar 
rebates 

Early solar panel adopters on subsidised feed-in tariffs, known as premium feed-in tariffs, 
still earned the highest solar rebates. Early solar customers made up 19% of residential 
solar customers and 11% of small business solar customers, which is a small share of total 
solar customers.93 However, they continued to earn the highest solar rebates while supplying 
lower volumes of electricity to the grid than most solar customers who are on negotiated 
feed-in tariffs.  

We noted in our May 2021 report that solar customers with premium rates earned much 
more than customers on negotiated rates across the 4 regions, whilst exporting less solar 
electricity to the grid. This continues to be the case for households and small business 
customers in 2021. 

 
88  International Renewable Energy Agency, Future of solar photovoltaic – November 2019, International Renewable Energy 

Agency, accessed 16 May 2022, p 40.  
89  Clean Energy Regulator, Quarterly Carbon Market Report - June Quarter 2021, Commonwealth of Australia, 

13 September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 32. 
90  Australian Energy Market Commission, Access, pricing and incentive arrangements for distributed energy resources – 

information sheet, Australian Energy Market Commission, 12 August 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 1. 
91  Australian Energy Regulator, State of the energy market 2021, Commonwealth of Australia, 2 July 2021, p 13. 
92  Mandatory export tariffs are approved by the Australian Energy Regulator through the regulatory determination process 

every 5 years. For New South Wales, South Australia, and Queensland the current date based on the draft determination 
in which export tariffs can be introduced is 1 July 2025, and it is 1 July 2026 for Victoria. See Australian Energy Regulator, 
Draft Export Tariff Guidelines – Explanatory statement, Commonwealth of Australia, 19 January 2022, p 10. 

93  Percentages based on 2020–21 billing data provided by retailers. The proportion of solar customers on a premium feed-in 
tariff decreases each year because the number of solar customers increases but the number of premium feed-in tariff 
customers does not. 

https://www.irena.org/publications/2019/Nov/Future-of-Solar-Photovoltaic
http://www.cleanenergyregulator.gov.au/DocumentAssets/Pages/Quarterly-Carbon-Market-Report---June-Quarter-2021.aspx
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/access-pricing-and-incentive-arrangements-distributed-energy-resources
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/access-pricing-and-incentive-arrangements-distributed-energy-resources
https://www.aer.gov.au/publications/state-of-the-energy-market-reports/state-of-the-energy-market-2021
https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/guidelines-schemes-models-reviews/export-tariff-guidelines
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Figure 5.4: Solar customers on premium feed-in tariffs continued to receive the 
largest benefits 

Annual median solar rebates and effective feed-in tariffs received by residential customers 
(FY 2020-21), excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows annual solar rebates and feed-in rates by region. 
Note: New South Wales Government is the only government to have entirely closed the premium feed-in tariff scheme. 

The median residential solar customer with premium rates earned $844 in financial year 
2020–21 (figure 5.4), whilst supplying 1,544 kWh to the grid annually. In contrast, the 
median residential solar customer with negotiated rates earned $337 (figure 5.4), whilst 
supplying 3,399 kWh to the grid annually. 

We observe a similar result for small business customers. The median small business 
customer with premium rates earned $1,800 in financial year 2020–21, whilst supplying 
3,270 kWh to the grid annually.94 In comparison, the median small business solar customer 
with negotiated rates earned $542, whilst supplying 5,719 kWh to the grid annually.95 

Residential solar customers on premium rates overall earned around 2 and a half times that 
of customers negotiated rates due to their higher median feed-in tariff (52 c/kWh compared 
to 11 c/kWh). Similarly, small business solar customers on premium rates overall earned 
over 3 times that of customers on negotiated rates because of their higher median feed-in 
tariff (54 c/kWh compared to 10 c/kWh).  

5.4. Solar customers continued to pay lower effective prices than non-
solar customers 

Residential and small business solar customers continued to pay much lower effective prices 
than non-solar customers (figure 5.5 and figure 5.6). This has been the pattern seen across 
the last 4 years. The lower effective prices paid by solar customers were primarily due to the 
rebates they receive from exporting electricity to the grid.   

 
94  See figure A12.2 in appendix E. 
95  See figure A12.2 in appendix E. 
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Figure 5.5: Solar households paid lower effective prices 

Effective prices paid by residential non-solar and solar customers, all regions combined, 
excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows interquartile ranges and median values in real 2021 dollars, all 
regions combined. 

Figure 5.6: Small business solar customers also paid lower effective prices 

Effective prices paid by small business non-solar and solar customers, all regions combined, 
excluding GST 

 

Source: ACCC analysis of retailer billing data. Figure shows interquartile ranges and median values in real 2021 dollars, all 
regions combined.  

Solar customers across the 4 regions paid a lower median effective price than non-solar 
customers in 2021. Residential solar customers saved 7.4 c/kWh or 28% compared to non-
solar customers (figure 5.5), while small business solar customers saved 10.5 c/kWh or 31% 
compared to non-solar customers (figure 5.6). 

Regional results show South Australia had the largest difference in median effective price 
between solar and non-solar customers, and New South Wales had the smallest difference. 
In South Australia solar customers saved 11.5 c/kWh or 32% compared to non-solar 
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residential customers, while solar residential customers in New South Wales saved 5.5 
c/kWh or 21% compared to non-solar residential customers.96 This is because residential 
solar customers earned a higher level of rebates in South Australia compared to New South 
Wales (figure 5.4. in section 5.3). These patterns are also reflected in our small business 
results.97  

In most regions (south-east Queensland is the exception), residential effective prices 
decreased more for solar customers than non-solar customers in 2021.98 For example, in 
Victoria the median effective price for solar customers decreased by 2.3 c/kWh or 9.8%, and 
for non-solar customers it decreased by 2.5 c/kWh or 8%.99 This is likely because most solar 
customers earned higher rebates in 2021 than in 2020 for exporting more electricity to the 
grid (figure 5.3 in section 5.2). 

Regional differences for small business customers are split between the regions. In New 
South Wales and south-east Queensland, effective prices decreased more for solar 
customers than non-solar customers in 2021. Whereas in Victoria and South Australia, 
effective prices for small business non-solar customers decreased more.100 However, it is 
important to note while fluctuations occur over time for the relative changes in effective price 
for solar and non-solar customers each year, there is a marked downward trend of solar 
effective prices across all regions. 

As described generally in section 2.2, COVID-19 pandemic disruptions had a smaller impact 
on usage patterns in 2021 than in 2020. There were minimal changes to residential usage 
for non-solar and solar customers in 2021. Residential solar customer usage increased by 
17.5 kWh or 1.3% while residential non-solar customer usage decreased by 20 kWh or 
1.5%.101 Small business solar customer usage remained largely unchanged from 2020, while 
non-solar small business customers used 94.7 c/kWh or 7% less electricity from the grid.102 
The lower effective prices seen for solar and non-solar customers therefore follows the 
general decrease in effective prices discussed in section 2 which reflect cheaper underlying 
rates.  
  

 
96  See figures A1.19 for South Australia and A1.18 for New South Wales in appendix E. 
97  See figures A7.12–15 and A12.2 in appendix E. 
98  We published in our May 2021 report that the Queensland Government provided a COVID-19 economic relief package, 

this included a $200 rebate for households in 2020 for their household utility bills. As solar households received the relief 
payment in addition to their solar rebate, solar households experienced a greater decrease in effective price than non-solar 
households over this period (22.5% compared with 16.5%, respectively). The 1.2% increase in the solar effective price in 
2021 is therefore from a much lower base than seen for non-solar customers. 

99  See figure A1.17 in appendix E. 
100  See figures A7.12 and A7.14 in appendix E. 
101  See figure A3.23. in appendix E. 
102  See figure A9.13. in appendix E. 
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6. Growing use of smart meters is opening up opportunities 

in the energy transition 

This section examines new billing data analysis on the use of smart meters. Smart meters 
have been a growing feature of the National Electricity Market in its transition towards 
innovative products and services, tariff reform and distributed energy resources.  

Victoria completed a mandated rollout of smart meters in 2015 with near to 100% use of 
smart meters for residential and small business customers. Other regions have had a much 
slower but still growing rollout, driven primarily by consumer demand. 

Smart meters have been a focus of policy reform nationally and at the state level. The 
Australian Energy Market Commission is currently reviewing the regulatory framework for 
metering services, and the role of smart meters is being considered in projects such as the 
Consumer Data Right and Energy Security Board’s post-2025 Market Design reforms. We 
have also observed the increased role of smart meters paired with distributed energy 
resources like solar panels. 

There are a number of benefits provided by smart meters now and in the future, including 
opening customers’ access to innovative products and services, such as time-of-use pricing. 
However, we have seen a lag in the uptake of time-of-use pricing with large differences 
between regions. This variation between regions can be attributed in part to the varying tariff 
assignment policies prescribed by electricity distributors and state governments.  

 

6.1. There was low, but growing, use of smart meters outside Victoria 

Smart meters for residential and small business customers have been gradually rolled out 
across most regions, but the Victorian rollout is already complete (figure 6.1). 

 
103  The commencement of Five Minute Settlement in October 2021 has meant these meters will eventually move to recording 

usage at 5-minute intervals. The Australian Energy Market Commission made a rule change in November 2017 that 
required all new and replacement meters to be capable of recording and providing 5-minute data, where existing smart 
meters would be re-profiled to be able to provide this data. 

104  See appendix B for more detail on smart meters. 

Box 6.1: Electricity meter definitions to note while reading this section 

An electricity smart meter is an advanced type of meter. Meters are used in every household 
and small business that consumes electricity to measure the amount of electricity used. 
There are currently 3 types of meters: accumulation meter, interval meter and smart meter. 

An accumulation meter is an older type of meter which measures how much total electricity 
has been consumed by the property. An interval meter records electricity usage at typically 
30-minute intervals, which means retailers can charge different rates depending on the time 
of the day you use electricity (with ‘time-of-use’ pricing). Accumulation and interval meters 
require a person to visit your property every 3 months to read your meter and check how 
much electricity has been used. 

A smart meter is similar to an interval meter as it also records usage over time, typically 
every 30 minutes.103 However, smart meters can be remotely read so there is no need for 
someone to visit the property, and retailers can receive consumption information each 
day.104 

Only certain meter types are compatible with solar panel systems. The meter needs to be 
able to measure both incoming electricity and solar electricity being exported, a capability 
that all smart meters have. Customers who wish to get solar, but have an older meter that 
cannot measure exported solar electricity, must have their meter upgraded. 

https://aemo.com.au/initiatives/major-programs/nem-five-minute-settlement--program-and-global-settlement
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/five-minute-settlement#:~:text=On%2028%20November%202017%20the,five%20minutes%2C%20starting%20in%202021.
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Figure 6.1: Gradual growth in the use of smart meters across most regions 

Proportion of residential customers who had a smart meter 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Victoria had the highest use of smart meters with a near 100% uptake for both residential 
and small business customers. This is the result of the Victorian Government’s mandated 
rollout of smart meters to all households and small businesses across Victoria under the 
Advanced Metering Infrastructure program. The rollout was completed between 2009 and 
2015 and was led by distributors, who recovered costs through distribution network charges. 
Although the high uptake of smart meters in Victoria means almost all Victorians can access 
time-of-use pricing, most Victorian households and small businesses were not on a time-of-
use tariff, as discussed further in section 6.3 below. 

In other regions, which did not have a mandated smart meter rollout, there has been a slow 
but gradual growth in the use of smart meters over time. In New South Wales, South 
Australia and south-east Queensland, smart meter use was 23–26% of residential 
customers as at 1 July 2021. This is compared to 14–15% as at 1 July 2019. New South 
Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland have had similar growth in the rollout of 
smart meters, with 9 to 11 percentage point increases in the proportion of residential 
customers with a smart meter between 1 July 2019 and 1 July 2021. 

The proportion of small business customers with a smart meter followed a similar trend to 
residential customers, although the levels of smart meter use were slightly lower in non-
Victorian regions:105 

• In New South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland, smart meter use was 
19–22% of small business customers as at 1 July 2021. This is compared to 10–13% as 
at 1 July 2019. 

• The proportion of small business customers with a smart meter grew in New South 
Wales and south-east Queensland by 9 percentage points between 1 July 2019 and 
1 July 2021. South Australia had a slightly smaller growth, with a 7 percentage point 
increase. 

Despite modest growth over the years, smart meter use outside of Victoria remained 
relatively low. However, these proportions will continue to grow gradually as new, and 
replacement smart meters are installed over time. Competitive metering rules, which took 

 
105  See figure A14.1. in appendix E. 
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effect on 1 December 2017, require all new and replacement meters to be smart meters.106 
Different retailers may take different approaches to how they charge consumers for a new or 
replacement meter, with many offering installations for no upfront fees or a ‘free’ meter 
installation under certain energy offers. Retailers may recover costs by incorporating the cost 
of providing new meters as part of the customer’s electricity supply or usage charges. Other 
retailers may charge a lump sum or a monthly fee to customers, which could appear in their 
energy bill.107 Retailers must disclose all upfront costs before they install the new and 
replacement meters.108 

In 2020–21, the majority of smart meter installations in the National Electricity Market 
(excluding Victoria) arose from customer requests, with new connections and meter repairs 
or replacements ranked as the next most common reasons for smart meter installations.109 
Research has found that consumers are more likely to request the installation of a smart 
meter when provided more information on smart meter capability.110 They also see the most 
attractive features of smart meters being the ability to access real time usage data (for 
example, through an app or a portal) and associated access to innovative services like 
energy management systems.111 

6.2. Smart meters are the focus of policy reform to enable further 
innovation 

Since the early 2000s, smart meters have been introduced throughout Australia. However, 
consumer awareness of smart meters and smart meter services is still reasonably low, 
particularly for residential customers. Research has found that over a third (36%) of 
customers with smart meters (outside of Victoria) were not aware they had one installed, and 
the proportion that was aware tended to be those with solar. 112 However, research also 
found that many smart meter customers had not been provided with any information on how 
to make the most of their smart meter when it was installed.113  

Agencies such as the Australian Energy Market Commission and state governments are 
reviewing the role of smart meters in the energy transition and the progress of the smart 
meter rollout. Projects currently being developed alongside the Energy Security Board’s 
post-2025 Market Design rely on the widespread use of smart meters, which will allow 
consumers to actively participate in the market through their smart meters.114  

One such project is the development of the Consumer Data Right, which will be 
implemented in the energy sector from late 2022 and will enable consumers to authorise 
third parties to access their energy data.115 The Consumer Data Right for energy will benefit 

 
106  Australian Energy Market Commission, Final determination – National Electricity Amendment: Expanding competition in 

metering and related service rule change, Australian Energy Market Commission, 26 November 2015, accessed 16 May 
2022, p vi. 

107  Australian Energy Regulator, Smart meters, Australian Energy Regulator website, n.d, accessed 16 May 2022. 
108  Australian Energy Market Commission, Final determination – National Electricity Amendment: Expanding competition in 

metering and related service rule change, Australian Energy Market Commission, 26 November 2015, accessed 16 May 
2022, p 36. 

109  Australian Energy Regulator, Retail energy market performance update for Quarter 1, 2021–22 – Schedule 2, 
Commonwealth of Australia, 22 December 2021. 

110  Newgate Research, Newgate Research final report – Australian Energy Market Commission Metering Review, Australian 
Energy Market Commission, September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 6. 

111  Newgate Research, Newgate Research final report – Australian Energy Market Commission Metering Review, Australian 
Energy Market Commission, September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 7. 

112  Newgate Research, Newgate Research final report – Australian Energy Market Commission Metering Review, Australian 
Energy Market Commission, September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, pp 25, 28. 

113  Newgate Research, Newgate Research final report – Australian Energy Market Commission Metering Review, Australian 
Energy Market Commission, September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 25. 

114  These projects include the Energy Security Board’s reform pathway for the integration of distributed energy resources and 
flexible demand, as well as the Energy Security Board’s data strategy. Other relevant projects include jurisdictional reviews 
such as the  ew South  ales and South Australian governments’ reviews of smart meters. 

115  Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources, Consumer Data Right for Energy, accessed 16 May 2022. 

https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/expanding-competition-in-metering-and-related-serv#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2026%20November%202015%2C%20the,a%20wider%20range%20of%20services.
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/expanding-competition-in-metering-and-related-serv#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2026%20November%202015%2C%20the,a%20wider%20range%20of%20services.
https://www.aer.gov.au/consumers/my-energy-service/smart-meters
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/expanding-competition-in-metering-and-related-serv#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2026%20November%202015%2C%20the,a%20wider%20range%20of%20services.
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/expanding-competition-in-metering-and-related-serv#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2026%20November%202015%2C%20the,a%20wider%20range%20of%20services.
https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/performance-reporting/retail-energy-market-performance-update-for-quarter-1-2021%E2%80%9322
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.energy.gov.au/government-priorities/energy-markets/consumer-data-right-energy#:~:text=The%20Consumer%20Data%20Right%20(CDR,of%20energy%20products%20and%20services.
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from the more granular data smart meters provide, and can enable consumers to better 
understand their electricity consumption and gain access to a greater variety of products and 
services.116 For example, accredited data recipients using actual customer data could 
provide more tailored services and facilitate customer switching.  

Smart meters play a key role in enabling new technology and future innovations in the 
electricity market, as well as providing benefits in the existing market. Currently, consumers 
with smart meters will: 

• see lower fees and charges for metering, connections and disconnections, as there is no 
need for meter readers and technicians to visit their property 

• have more accurate consumption data and will no longer be subject to estimated meter 
reads 

• have access to detailed and real-time information on how much electricity they use, 
which can help work out how to save money on bills 

• benefit from smart meters being able to quickly identify supply outages and notifying 
electricity distributors, leading to faster repairs 

• get access to time-of-use tariffs, where there is the opportunity to save money by using 
less electricity in peak periods 

• benefit financially from exporting electricity to the grid if they have solar panels and 
batteries.117 

Research has found that consumers worry about the potential costs incurred from the 
installation of a smart meter, such as uncertain costs they may need to pay to upgrade 
associated equipment for their smart meter.118 Consumers also expressed fears that a move 
to a time-of-use tariff would lead to higher bills, where they may use energy in peak periods. 
Smart meter customers are unlikely to see the full benefits of having access to detailed and 
real-time consumption information, and time-of-use tariffs, if they do not take advantage of 
the opportunity to adjust energy consumption in peak periods to lower costs. Looking to 
future benefits, the unique data collected through smart meters could be aggregated much 
faster, allowing regulators to design more targeted policy.119 Smart meters can also help 
further unlock the benefits of the rapid expansion of distributed energy resources like 
household solar, batteries, and electric vehicles. For example, solar uptake for smart meter 
customers has been growing over the past few years (figure 6.2 and figure 6.3).  

 
116  Australian Energy Market Commission, Directions paper – Review of the regulatory framework for metering services, 

Australian Energy Market Commission,16 September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 15. 
117  Australian Energy Regulator, Smart meters, Australian Energy Regulator website, accessed 16 May 2022. 

 Australian Energy Market Commission, Directions paper – Review of the regulatory framework for metering services, 
Australian Energy Market Commission,16 September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, pp 11–13. 

 Victoria State Government Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, Smart meters, Victorian Government 
website, last updated 2 March 2021, accessed 16 May 2022. 

 New South Wales Government Energy Saver, Using smart meters, New South Wales Government website, last updated 
18 August 2021, accessed 16 May 2022. 

118  Newgate Research, Newgate Research final report – Australian Energy Market Commission Metering Review, Australian 
Energy Market Commission, September 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 45. 

119  Australian Energy Market Commission, Directions paper – Review of the regulatory framework for metering services, 
Australian Energy Market Commission, 16 September 2021, p 13. 

https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.aer.gov.au/consumers/my-energy-service/smart-meters
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/electricity/smart-meters
https://www.energysaver.nsw.gov.au/cut-your-bills/measure-your-usage/using-smart-meters
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
https://www.aemc.gov.au/market-reviews-advice/review-regulatory-framework-metering-services
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Figure 6.2: Households with smart meters showed significant and growing use of 
solar panels  

Proportion of residential customers with a smart meter who had solar  

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Figure 6.3: More small businesses with a smart meter were also using solar 

Proportion of small business customers with a smart meter who had solar  

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

In New South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland, around half of residential 
customers with a smart meter had solar panels in July 2021. This proportion is slightly lower 
for small business customers in South Australia, and much lower for small business 
customers in New South Wales and south-east Queensland. In Victoria, the proportions of 
solar uptake for smart meter customers are comparatively lower. In each region for 
residential and small business customers, there has been moderate growth in smart meter 
customers with solar since July 2019.  

While there are a number of opportunities provided by smart meters, the smart meter rollout 
must deliver net benefits to consumers. For example, Victoria’s mandated rollout of smart 
meters had an estimated $319 million net cost to consumers as at 2011, and the Victorian 

Victoria  S SA SE All

 0

 20

 40

  0

 80

 100

 
  
 
 
  
 
 
  

1  uly  201 1  uly  2020 1  uly  2021

Victoria  S SA SE All

 0

 20

 40

  0

 80

 100

 
  
 
 
  
 
 
  

1  uly  201 1  uly  2020 1  uly  2021



 

Inquiry into the National Electricity Market—May 2022 report  62 

 

Auditor-General’s review of the program in 2015 found that this net cost may worsen over 
time.120 The Auditor-General’s review found that the benefits of the program were behind 
schedule and uncertain. Specifically, the benefits from avoided costs of accumulation 
meters, network operational efficiencies, innovative tariffs and demand management were 
not fully realised to their expected benefits by 2014. The key issues affecting the realisation 
of the benefits of the program included: 

• a slower than anticipated rollout of smart meters and communications infrastructure, 
particularly due to system failures experienced by one distributor, community resistance 
to the program and refusal by some customers to have a smart meter installed 

• the continuation of manual meter reading for longer and more extensively than anticipated 

• a lower than expected number of distribution services being performed remotely—
specifically remote re-energisations and de-energisations of power supply. 

It is also not guaranteed that consumers will necessarily obtain the benefits of smart meters. 
The energy market has features that can unevenly distribute benefits between suppliers and 
consumers. With appropriate regulatory oversight and efficient implementation of reforms, 
the market should work such that competition delivers gains to consumers overall. 

6.3. Despite growth in smart meters, there is a lag in the uptake of time-
of-use tariffs  

If implemented effectively, greater take-up of time-of-use tariffs will help deliver a net benefit 
to consumers from the rollout of smart meters. Time-of-use pricing enables different rates to 
be charged at different times of the day. This allows for ‘cost reflective’ pricing, where 
customers are charged more (less) when the cost of supply is higher (lower). Greater uptake 
of cost reflective prices could help reduce overall peak usage and costs, and more fairly 
distribute costs between customers.121 Time-of-use pricing would do this by giving customers 
an incentive to shift some of their usage from peak to off-peak time periods. When network 
prices reflect the costs of providing the network services, consumers will be able to make 
more efficient consumption and investment decisions.122  

However, the progress on the take-up of time-of-use pricing has been slow, with the majority 
of customers remaining on flat rate tariffs.123 Smart meter customers are still coming to know 
the benefits of time-of-use pricing, as reflected by the small share of customers on time-of-
use tariffs (figure 6.4 and figure 6.5). 

 
120  Victorian Auditor-General’s Office, Realising the Benefits of Smart Meters, tabled 16 September 2015, accessed 16 May 

2022. 
121  Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Retail Electricity Pricing Inquiry – Final Report, Commonwealth of 

Australia, June 2018, p 179. 
122  Australian Energy Market Commission, Final determination – National Electricity Amendment (Distribution Network Pricing 

Arrangements) Rule 2014, Australian Energy Market Commission, 27 November 2014, accessed 16 May 2022, p 40. 
123  Australian Energy Regulator, Retail energy market performance update for Quarter 2, 2021–22 – Schedule 2, 

Commonwealth of Australia, 30 March 2022. 

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/report/realising-benefits-smart-meters?section=#31629--3-costs-and-benefits-of-the-ami-program-
https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/restoring-electricity-affordability-australias-competitive-advantage
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/distribution-network-pricing-arrangements#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2027%20November%202014%2C%20the,about%20their%20use%20of%20electricity.
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/distribution-network-pricing-arrangements#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2027%20November%202014%2C%20the,about%20their%20use%20of%20electricity.
https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/performance-reporting/retail-energy-market-performance-update-for-quarter-2-2021-22
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Figure 6.4: Most households with smart meters were not on a time-of-use tariff, but 
there were substantial regional differences 

Proportion of residential customers with a smart meter who had a time-of-use tariff 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Overall, only 23% of residential customers with a smart meter were on a time-of-use-tariff as 
at 1 July 2021. This proportion has gradually grown over the last 2 years, up from 19% in 
July 2019. New South Wales had the highest proportion of residential smart meter 
customers who were on a time-of-use tariff at 47%, which grew by 7 percentage points since 
July 2019. In contrast, south-east Queensland had the lowest proportion with almost no 
customers in this category in July 2019 and 2020, and 1% of residential customers in July 
2021. 

South Australia had the largest growth in the proportion of residential customers with a smart 
meter on a time-of-use tariff between July 2019 and 2021, with a 24 percentage point 
increase. As at 1 July 2021, 25% of residential smart meter customers in South Australia 
were on a time-of-use tariff. This increase largely occurred between July 2020 and July 
2021, where 1% and 3% of these customers in South Australia were on a time-of-use tariff in 
2019 and 2020, respectively. Despite having a near 100% rollout of smart meters, only 18% 
of Victorian residential customers with a smart meter were on a time-of-use tariff as at 1 July 
2021. This proportion grew by one percentage point between July 2019 and July 2021.  

One driver of the varied regional uptake of time-of-use tariffs relates to the different 
approaches of network businesses and state governments in the transition to cost-reflective 
network tariffs. Network distributors can charge retailers a network tariff that has a time-
based price signal on either an opt-in, opt-out or mandatory basis. The retailer then chooses 
whether to pass these tariffs through to each customer, where retailers prefer to use the 
underlying network tariff as the basis for the customer’s tariff.124 From 2017, network 
businesses were required to begin moving to and making cost reflective tariffs (such as time-
of-use) available to customers, where the take-up has been growing but slow since 2017.125 
This generally slow growth is partly due to the approach taken by state governments and 
network businesses in transitioning customers to new tariff structures, initially providing 
these tariffs on an opt-in basis. Where time-of-use tariffs have been offered on an opt-out 

 
124  Australian Energy Regulator, Implementing tariff reform – Understanding the impact of network tariff reform on retailers in 

SA and QLD, Commonwealth of Australia, 2020, p 5. 
125  Australian Energy Market Commission, Distribution Network Pricing Arrangements rule change, Australian Energy Market 

Commission website, 27 November 2014, accessed 16 May 2022. 
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basis, like in South Australia from 1 July 2021, we observe more significant increases in 
time-of-use uptake. 

The distinct growth of the time-of-use uptake in South Australia compared to other regions is 
driven by the distributor’s approach for residential customers, where the flat rate tariff was 
the default prior to 1 July 2020 and the demand tariff was opt-in.126 This arrangement for 
residential customers changed on 1 July 2020, where a time-of-use tariff became available 
to opt-in for residential smart meter customers.127 This change aligns with the slight increase 
in residential smart meter customers on a time-of-use tariff as at 1 July 2020. Further 
changes in South Australia were made for residential customers on 1 July 2021, where the 
time-of-use tariff became the default and the flat rate tariff was closed for smart meter 
customers.128 Residential customers who were on a flat rate tariff were reassigned to the 
time-of-use tariff from 1 July 2021 (to be completed by 1 January 2022), which led to the 
significant increase in residential smart meter customers on a time-of-use tariff observed on 
1 July 2021. 

New South Wales distributors have since transitioned to introducing time-of-use tariffs on a 
default and opt-out basis for new residential and small business customers, meter upgrades 
and solar panel installations from 1 July 2018.129 This has led to an increased and higher 
uptake of time-of-use tariffs over time compared to other regions (as highlighted in figure 6.4 
above).  

The south-east Queensland distributor has assigned the time-of-use tariff on an opt-in basis, 
with the default tariff for new customers being a flat tariff over 2019 to 2021, though it then 
changed to a default demand tariff for new customers.130 This still reflects a movement 
towards more cost reflective tariffs like demand tariffs (compared to flat rate tariffs) but 
means there is low uptake of time-of-use tariffs in south-east Queensland.131  

In Victoria, the default tariff for residential customers was generally the flat rate tariff, with the 
ability to opt-in to a time-of-use or demand tariff over July 2019 to July 2021.132 This was the 
result of the Victorian Government’s requirement that cost reflective tariffs be implemented 
on an opt-in basis only from 1 January 2017.133 This approach can explain the small 
increase over time of residential smart meter customers on a time-of-use tariff.  

For small business customers, similar approaches to tariff assignments have been 
implemented in each region except for Victoria and South Australia. Victorian distributors 
provide cost reflective tariffs on an opt-out basis for medium sized business customers, as 
required by a Victorian Government Order that came into effect on 1 January 2018.134 In 
South Australia, small business customers were assigned to a time-of-use tariff as the 
default tariff for new and existing ‘single phase’ small business customers, with ‘multi-phase’ 

 
126  Australian Energy Regulator, Final decision – SA Power Networks - Tariff structure statement 2017-20, Commonwealth of 

Australia, February 2017, p 14. 
127  SA Power Networks, SA Power Networks Initial Pricing Proposal, SA Power Networks, June 2020, accessed 16 May 

2022, p 9. 
128  SA Power Networks, Annual Pricing Proposal, SA Power Networks, April 2021, accessed 16 May 2022, p 9. 
129  Australian Energy Regulator, Final decision – NSW distribution businesses – 2017-19, Commonwealth of Australia, 

February 2017, p 49-50. 
130  Energex, Energex 2020-21 Pricing Proposal, Energex, 17 June 2020, accessed 16 May 2022, p 40. 
131  A demand tariff incorporates a charge that is based on the maximum amount of electricity (measured in kW or kVA) used 

within a specified time (the peak charging window) and which is reset after a specific period (for example, at the end of a 
month or billing cycle). 

132  Australian Energy Regulator, Final decision – Victorian distribution businesses - Tariff Structure Statement 2017-20, 
Commonwealth of Australia, August 2016, p 40. 

133  Victoria, Victoria Government Gazette, No. G 15, 14 April 2016, Advanced Metering Infrastructure (AMI Tariffs) 
Amendment Order 2016, pp 713–721. 

134  On 12 September 2017 changes to the Victorian Advanced Metering Infrastructure Tariffs Order were gazetted which 
allow medium customers to opt out of a cost reflective flexible AMI retail tariff. This has applied since 1 January 2018. The 
AMI Tariffs Order defines small business customers as those business customers consuming less than 40MWh per year. 
By contrast, medium business customers are generally those who consume between 40MWh and 160MWh. 

https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/determinations-access-arrangements/pricing-proposals-tariffs/sa-power-networks-tariff-structure-statement-2017
https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/determinations-access-arrangements/pricing-proposals-tariffs/sa-power-networks-annual-pricing-2020-21
https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/determinations-access-arrangements/pricing-proposals-tariffs/sa-power-networks-annual-pricing-2021-22
https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/determinations-access-arrangements/pricing-proposals-tariffs/ausgrid-tariff-structure-statement-2017
https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/determinations-access-arrangements/pricing-proposals-tariffs/energex-annual-pricing-2020-21
https://www.aer.gov.au/networks-pipelines/determinations-access-arrangements/pricing-proposals-tariffs/powercor-tariff-structure-statement-2017-20
http://www.gazette.vic.gov.au/
https://www.aer.gov.au/system/files/Department%20of%20Economic%20Development%2C%20Jobs%2C%20Transport%20and%20Resources%20%20-%20Advanced%20Metering%20Infrastructure%20%28AMI%20Tariffs%20Order%29%20-%2014%20April%202016.pdf
https://www.aer.gov.au/system/files/Department%20of%20Economic%20Development%2C%20Jobs%2C%20Transport%20and%20Resources%20%20-%20Advanced%20Metering%20Infrastructure%20%28AMI%20Tariffs%20Order%29%20-%2014%20April%202016.pdf
http://www.gazette.vic.gov.au/gazette/Gazettes2017/GG2017S304.pdf
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new customers being assigned to the demand tariff.135 Additionally, the small business 
demand tariff expired on 30 June 2020, where these customers were reassigned to the 
default time-of-use tariff but could opt-in to the other small business tariff options.136 We 
observe these differing approaches in the proportions of small business customers with a 
smart meter on a time-of-use tariff (figure 6.5). 

Figure 6.5: Small businesses with smart meters had a higher uptake of time-of-use 
tariffs than households, but regional differences continued 

Proportion of small business customers with a smart meter who had a time-of-use tariff 

 

Source: ACCC analysis based on retailers’ data. 

Compared to residential customers, small businesses with smart meters had a higher uptake 
of time-of-use tariffs. Overall, 43% of small business customers with a smart meter were on 
a time-of-use tariff as at 1 July 2021. This proportion has remained broadly stable since July 
2019. New South Wales and South Australia had the highest proportion of small business 
smart meter customers on a time-of-use tariff at 65% and 60% respectively as at 1 July 
2021. These proportions have decreased slightly since July 2019. South-east Queensland 
had the lowest proportion at 8% in July 2021. This proportion also decreased from 12% in 
July 2019.  

A higher proportion of Victorian small business smart meter customers were on a time-of-
use tariff compared to Victorian residential customers. As at 1 July 2021, 38% of Victorian 
small business customers with a smart meter were on a time-of use tariff. This proportion 
remained relatively stable since July 2019, where 40% of small business smart meter 
customers were on a time-of-use tariff in Victoria. 

The decreases between July 2019 and July 2021 shown in figure 6.5 do not reflect an 
absolute decrease in the number of small business customers on time-of-use tariffs in New 
South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland. In these regions, the proportion 
of customers on time-of-use tariffs decreased because the growth of smart meters outpaced 
the growth of time-of-use tariffs. There were 21–45% increases in the number of smart meter 
customers on a time-of-use tariff (compared to 47–83% increases in the number of smart 
meter customers). 

 
135  Australian Energy Regulator, Final Decision – SA Power Networks – Tariff structure statement 2017-20, Commonwealth of 

Australia, February 2017, p. 9. 
136  Australian Energy Regulator, Final Decision – SA Power Networks – Tariff structure statement 2017-20, Commonwealth of 

Australia, February 2017, p 9. 
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In Victoria, we found a decrease in the number of small business customers with a smart 
meter on a time-of-use tariff. This decrease was, in percentage terms, slightly larger than the 
decrease in the total number of small business customers with a smart meter. In turn, this 
decrease in the total number of small business customers with a smart meter largely 
reflected a fall in the total number of small business customers, given the near 100% rollout 
of smart meters in Victoria. 

The higher uptake of time-of-use tariffs for businesses with smart meters compared to 
households aligns with findings from businesses surveyed by the Australian Energy Market 
Commission as part of its 2018 review into retail energy competition. Research found that 
medium-sized businesses are generally more aware and capable of measures to reduce 
their energy needs, such as the take up of new technologies to augment or reduce their 
energy demand. They indicated that they are also more likely to install or better utilise smart 
meters and energy management systems.137 
  

 
137  Colmar Brunton, Colmar Brunton small businesses survey report – 2018 Retail Competition Review – Small Business 

Survey Report, Australian Energy Market Commission website, 15 June 2018, accessed 16 May 2022, pp 210–216. 

https://www.aemc.gov.au/markets-reviews-advice/2018-retail-energy-competition-review
https://www.aemc.gov.au/markets-reviews-advice/2018-retail-energy-competition-review
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Appendix B: Methodology for billing data analysis 

This appendix describes our methodology for analysing billing data. We describe our approach 
to data collection, quality assurance, weighting and important rules for our analysis. 

Our billing dataset covers residential and small business customers. It does not cover large 
business customers. We asked each retailer to explain the basis on which it differentiated 
between residential and small business customers. Although retailers’ systems differ, a 
number of retailers defined customers as residential or small business based on the 
distributor tariff or the meter installation type. 

Data collection 

We obtained billing data from 10 electricity retailers, which collectively supply more than 90% 
of residential customers and more than 80% of small business customers across Victoria, New 
South Wales, South Australia and south-east Queensland.138 We requested data for every bill 
issued to customers selected in the residential, small business and targeted samples 
(described below) between 1 July 2020 and 31 December 2021. This data collection follows 
on from our May 2021 report, where we collected billing data on residential, small business 
and targeted samples between 1 July 2019 and 31 December 2020. 

The type of data requested for each bill included account and plan details, tariff types, solar 
rebates, discounts, concessions, bill amounts and usage. We required retailers to indicate 
whether the customer was in a hardship program or on a payment plan due to financial 
difficulties. The full details of data requested are in appendix C, and the template we issued 
to retailers is in appendix D.  

For the residential sample, each retailer was required to provide data for a random selection 
of residential customers. The sample was required to represent 5  of the retailer’s customer 
base in each of the 4 regions or 10,000 customers, whichever was greater. If a retailer’s 
customer base in a region was smaller than 10,000 customers, it was required to provide 
data for all of its customers in that region. 

For the small business sample, each retailer was required to provide data for every small 
business customer in its customer base during the 18-month period.  

For the targeted sample, each retailer was required to provide data for every customer who 
was in hardship or on a payment plan due to financial difficulties at any point during the 
18-month period. Two retailers were only able to provide data for customers who were in 
hardship or on a payment plan on 1 October 2020 or 1 October 2021 rather than at any time 
during the 18-month period. This means that there may be some customers missing from the 
targeted sample for these retailers.  

Table 1 shows the number of customers and corresponding number of bills that were 
captured through our data collection. Customer numbers are based on the number of unique 
accounts for each retailer. 

 
138  Australian Energy Regulator, Retail energy market performance update for Quarter 4, 2020–21, Commonwealth of 

Australia, 30 November 2021; and Essential Services Commission, Victorian Energy Market Report 2020-21, Victorian 
Government, 30 November 2021, accessed 16 May 2022. 

https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/performance-reporting/retail-energy-market-performance-update-for-quarter-4-2020%E2%80%9321
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/market-performance-and-reporting/victorian-energy-market-report#toc--victorian-energy-market-report-and-updates-in-2020-21
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Table 1: Size of billing data request 

Sample Region Customers Bills 

Residential Victoria 169,596 1,396,010 
 

NSW 229,617 1,272,038 
 

SA 91,880 523,988 
 

SEQ 121,908 710,119 

Small business Victoria 335,058 2,418,579 
 

NSW 369,022 1,869,768 
 

SA 96,823 586,110 
 

SEQ 115,429 665,025 

Targeted Victoria 169,494 1,274,555 
 

NSW 266,452 1,428,426 
 

SA 64,547 361,032 
 

SEQ 84,585 463,669 

Total  2,114,411 12,969,319 

Quality assurance 

We checked the returned data for inconsistencies and errors to ensure its quality for our 
analysis. For example, we checked that:  

• the size of the residential, small business and targeted samples by retailer and region 
were consistent with our expectations based on customer numbers reported by the 
Australian Energy Regulator and the Essential Services Commission of Victoria139   

• all variables had been provided for all bills 

• invoice dates were consistent for a single bill, and did not overlap for consecutive bills for 
the same customer 

• the postcode, distributor and region were consistent with each other 

• numerical signs made sense, such as positive usage values 

• a bill with a discount or solar rebate amount had corresponding details about the type 

• a bill with a conditional discount had corresponding information on whether the discount 
was achieved. 

Our checks identified several significant data quality issues for a number of retailers. In each 
case we contacted the retailers for clarification and in several instances updated data was 
provided. We repeated checks on any new data provided. 

We removed bills from the dataset where we could not resolve quality issues. When we did 
this, we typically also removed all other bills related to the same customer. This reduced the 

 
139  Australian Energy Regulator, Retail energy market performance update for Quarter 4, 2020–21, Commonwealth of 

Australia, 30 November 2021; and Essential Services Commission, Victorian Energy Market Report 2020-21, Victorian 
Government, 30 November 2021 accessed 16 May 2022.. 

https://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/performance-reporting/retail-energy-market-performance-update-for-quarter-4-2020%E2%80%9321
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/market-performance-and-reporting/victorian-energy-market-report#toc--victorian-energy-market-report-and-updates-in-2020-21
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number of customers represented in the dataset by around 2% for the targeted sample, 
around 3% for the residential sample, and around 9% for the small business sample. 

Weighting 

We adjusted our residential sample to ensure that it was representative of the overall 
residential customer base, rather than skewed by some retailers being over or under-
represented. We created a new weighted sample where the share of each retailer’s 
residential customer base was the same as the share of each retailer’s overall residential 
customer base. We did not need to do this for the small business or targeted samples as we 
requested billing data for every customer in these categories. 

To create the weighted sample, we took the following steps: 

• for each region and retailer we compared the number of customers in our residential 
sample, after removal of any customers during the quality assurance process, to the 
retailer’s customer base for the entire period from 1  uly 2020 to  1 December 2021 

• determined which retailer had the smallest percentage share of its customer base, which 
was 4.71%140 

• any retailer found to have a higher percentage share of customers in a region was  
down-sized in the sample by removing customers and corresponding bills through 
random selection. 

Table 2 shows customer numbers in the weighted samples compared to the overall 
customer base. Note that these figures include customers each retailer served across the 
entire 18-month period, so are higher than the number of customers served at any single 
point in time. 

Table 2: Customers for 1 July 2020 to 31 December 2021, weighted residential sample  

Sample Region Customers in 
sample 

Customer base Sample share 
of base 

Residential Victoria 151,481 3,218,892 4.71% 
 

NSW 193,940 4,121,135 4.71% 
 

SA 46,162 980,915  4.71% 
 

SEQ 84,728 1,800,436 4.71% 

We used weighted samples to calculate all results for residential customers, with the 
exception of hardship and payment plan customers. For hardship and payment plan results, 
we used the targeted sample. 

Analytic approach 

We analysed the data over the 2018–19, 2019–20 and 2020–21 financial years (1 July to 30 
June) and over calendar year quarters: 

• quarter 1 (1 January to 31 March) 

• quarter 2 (1 April to 30 June) 

• quarter 3 (1 July to 30 September) 

• quarter 4 (1 October to 31 December). 

 
140  These percentages differ from the 5% share of customers in our information request in part because weights are 

calculated after the removal of any accounts during quality assurance. 
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As retailer billing cycles vary and therefore do not align with these quarter periods, we 
applied rules to quantitative and qualitative variables to enable analysis. We also applied 
rules where there was only partial coverage of analysis periods, and for year-on-year 
comparisons. These details are outlined below.   

Quantitative variables  

To calculate the charges faced by a customer in an analysis period, we summed the usage, 
supply, green energy, demand and other charges for all bills that applied to the analysis 
period. We then subtracted concessions, rebates (including solar feed-in tariff rebates), 
unconditional discounts, conditional discounts achieved and any other discounts.  

If a bill partially overlapped an analysis period, we assigned values based on the number of 
overlapping billing days. For example, if a bill covered 90 days and 30 of those days 
overlapped the analysis period, we applied one third of the usage for that bill to the 
customer’s total usage during the period.  

Our analysis of prices faced by customers is generally based on effective prices rather than 
bill amounts. Effective price takes usage into account and presents the underlying rates that 
customers face over time and across customer groups. Bill amounts are driven by changes 
or differences in usage. Given the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on customer usage 
patterns, we have included bill amounts where appropriate. 

To calculate the effective price faced by a customer in an analysis period, we divided the 
charges faced by a customer as described above by the customer’s total usage from the grid 
during the period. 

Qualitative variables 

To determine which customer group applied to a customer in an analysis period, we checked 
the status of each qualitative variable for all bills that applied to the period. We assigned a 
customer group such as standing offer, concession, hardship or payment plan to a customer 
only if all bills applying to the analysis period had that status. For example, if 2 bills applied 
to an analysis period and one showed that the customer was in hardship and the other did 
not, then we did not assign the customer to the hardship group for that period. 

 hen assigning customers to the ‘general’ customer group for comparison to concession, 
hardship and payment plan groups, we only assign customers who did not have concession, 
hardship or payment plan status at any time during the relevant analysis period. To calculate 
the proportion of customers on standing and market offers for an analysis period, we identify 
standing offer customers as outlined above and assign any remaining customers to the market 
offer customer group. Therefore our proportions of market offer customers may include a small 
number of customers who were on a market offer for only part of the analysis period. 

Partial coverage of analysis periods 

Some customers do not have complete bill coverage of an analysis period. This may be 
because a customer joined the retailer part way through the analysis period, or because they 
switched to a different retailer during the period.  

The number of customers affected depends on the length of the analysis period (quarterly or 
yearly). For example, 14% of residential customers have incomplete coverage for quarter 3 
2021, and around 38% of residential customers have incomplete coverage for the 2020–21 
financial year.  
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We included these customers in our analysis of the effective price and customer proportions, 
as many will represent engaged customers who appear for only part of the analysis period 
because they have actively switched to or from another retailer.  

This incomplete bill coverage does, however, artificially lower the usage and bill amounts for the 
affected customers over the analysis period. In the 2020–21 financial year we estimate that the 
median usage and bill would have been underestimated by around 20% to 30% if we included 
customers with incomplete coverage. Therefore, for the purposes of measuring the bill amount 
and usage, we included only customers with bills covering the entire analysis period.  

Year-on-year comparisons 

We analyse changes over time by comparing quarter 3 2019, quarter 3 2020 and quarter 3 
2021 periods, or 2018–19, 2019–20 and 2020–21 financial years, where appropriate. We 
generally used data collected as part of our: 

• September 2020 report to produce quarter 3 2018, quarter 3 2019 and 2018–19 results 

• May 2021 report to produce quarter 3 2020 and 2019–20 results.  

We used our latest data collection to produce quarter 3 2021 and 2020-21 financial year 
results. This ensures consistency in results between reports.  

One exception to the above is that we have in this report replaced quarter 3 2020 results for 
the proportion of customers on standing offers with data from our latest collection. We 
consider that this allows us to present more accurate trends in this proportion, having regard 
to relevant data from the Australian Energy Regulator and the Essential Services 
Commission of Victoria. The results for south-east Queensland presented for quarter 3 2018 
and 2019 are consistent with previous reports. However, recent analysis suggests there may 
be an issue in the data reported to us. We consider that the relevant results for quarter 3 
2020 and 2021 remain unaffected. 

We performed comparisons using quarter 3 data instead of quarter 4 data due to incomplete 
coverage of quarter 4 data in 2021. Depending on the billing cycle and retailer, bills can be 
issued over a month after the corresponding invoice period. Our dataset includes all bills that 
were issued up to the end of 2021, and so does not capture all of the bills that relate to the 
quarter 4 2021 period. The number of bills in our sample for quarter 4 2021 was around 40% 
to 50% smaller compared with other quarters in the 18-month period.  

When performing year-on-year comparisons between dollar amounts we applied an inflation 
correction to align with quarter 3 2021 or 2020–21. We multiplied the effective price and bill 
amounts for quarter 3 2018, quarter 3 2019, quarter 3 2020, 2018–19 and 2019–20 by the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics estimate of year-on-year growth in the Consumer Price 
Index.141  

When analysing usage over time, we do not adjust the data for weather and temperature 
(that is, we do not adjust usage data for changes in demand for heating and cooling). 
Quarter 3 data in our analysis is the most recent quarter we collect with complete data and is 
also less prone to seasonal peaks associated with summer and winter. 

Further details about specific analysis 

The following sections provide further details about analysis relating to: 

• point in time achievement of conditional discounts 

 
141  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Consumer Price Index, Australia, June 2021, Table 1.  
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• point in time solar customer proportions 

• solar rebate and bill outcomes for negotiated and premium feed-in tariff customers 

• standing offer customer outcomes in different geographic areas 

• effective prices faced by residential customer groups by usage band 

• effective prices faced by market offer customers without concession payments 

• savings from switching from a standing to low-price market offer 

• proportion of customers using smart meters and time-of-use tariffs. 

Point in time achievement of conditional discounts 

In our May 2021 report, we refined our method for calculating the achievement of conditional 
discounts to a point in time approach instead of defining it over quarterly periods. We 
changed our approach due to issues obtaining accurate achievement of conditional discount 
information for the end of the quarter 3 2020 period from a particular retailer.  

We now measure conditional discount achievement rates as at 1 July. This means that if a 
customer achieved their conditional discount for a bill as at 1 July of a particular year, they 
would be classified as having achieved their conditional discounts for that point in time. 

Point in time solar customer proportions 

Similar to the change in approach for achievement of conditional discounts, in our May 2021 
report we have refined our methodology for calculating proportions of solar customers by 
using a point in time approach instead of defining solar customers over quarterly periods. 
This change in approach was implemented to provide a more accurate snapshot of solar 
uptake. We now measure solar customer proportions as at 1 July. This means that if a 
customer was reported as being a ‘Solar Customer’ for a bill as at 1  uly of a particular year, 
they would be classified as being a solar customer at that point in time. 

Solar rebate analysis 

As in the May 2021 report, for this report we analysed solar feed-in rebate amounts, feed-in 
supply amounts and effective feed-in rates for negotiated and premium feed-in tariff solar 
customers across quarter 3 2019, quarter 3 2020, quarter 3 2021, 2019–20 and 2020–21. 
Similar to the way we calculated bill amounts and usage, only accounts with complete bill 
coverage across the relevant analysis periods were included in this analysis. Additionally, 
only customers who were solar customers for the whole analysis period and had a feed-in 
supply amount were included. This is to ensure that feed-in rebate and supply amounts are 
representative of what a median solar customer receives and exports. 

We calculated the feed-in tariff rate by dividing the total feed-in rebate by total feed-in 
supply. We used the feed-in tariff rate to separate negotiated feed-in tariff solar customers 
from premium feed-in tariff solar customers. Negotiated feed-in tariff solar customers are 
defined as those who received a feed-in tariff rate of 30 c/kWh or less, while premium feed-in 
tariff solar customers are defined as those who received more than 30 c/kWh. This threshold 
was chosen as it effectively distinguishes generous legacy state feed-in tariff rates from 
more recent negotiated rates.142  

 
142  Queensland Government, Solar Bonus Scheme 44c feed-in tariff: How to maintain your eligibility, Queensland 

Government website, last updated 6 March 2018, accessed 16 May 2022; Victorian Government, Premium feed-in tariff, 
Victorian Government website, last updated 26 March 2020, accessed 16 May 2022; South Australian Government, Solar 
feed-in payments, South Australian Government website, last updated 4 March 2022, accessed 16 May 2022. 

https://www.qld.gov.au/housing/buying-owning-home/energy-water-home/solar/feed-in-tariffs/solar-bonus-scheme-44c
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/renewable-energy/victorian-feed-in-tariff/premium-feed-in-tariff
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/energy-and-environment/energy-bills/solar-feed-in-payments
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/energy-and-environment/energy-bills/solar-feed-in-payments
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Standing offer geographic analysis  

We combined customer postcode information we collected in our billing data with Australian 
Bureau of Statistics geographic information to better understand whether standing offer 
customers were more likely to be located in certain geographic areas such as metropolitan 
or non-metropolitan areas. This analysis utilises the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ 
‘remoteness area’ information to assign customers into geographic regions of: 

• ‘ ajor Cities of Australia’ 

• ‘Inner Regional Australia’ 

• ‘Outer Regional Australia’, ‘Remote Australia’ or ‘Very Remote Australia’ (which we 
combined under the label ‘Outer Regional   Remote’). 

Where a postcode falls into more than one remoteness area, we assigned that account to 
the remoteness area that has the greatest overlap with the postcode.143 We removed a small 
number of accounts with postcodes that do not match any remoteness areas. For each 
region and remoteness area combination, we calculated the proportion of standing offer 
customers for the quarter 3 2021 period. 
 

Remoteness area 

Remoteness area is a classification used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics to denote a 
location’s level of access to essential services, as indicated by its average road distance to the 
nearest area of concentrated urban development.144  

Each remoteness area has an average Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia score ranging 
from 0 to 15, which reflect high to low accessibility to essential services respectively. For example, 
major cities (such as Melbourne) have lower Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia scores 
than inner regional areas (such as Gippsland) due to their larger population sizes and relatively 
small distances from services. 

Our analysis groups the ‘Outer Regional Australia’, ‘Remote Australia’ and ‘Very Remote Australia’ 
remoteness areas under a single broader category titled ‘Outer Regional   Remote’ due to their small 
population sizes compared to the ‘Inner Regional Australia’ and ‘ ajor Cities of Australia’ areas.  

Effective prices faced by residential customer groups by usage band  

We compared the effective prices faced by payment plan customers, hardship customers 
and general customers.  

For this analysis, we only used non-solar accounts to remove any solar rebate effects from 
the findings. Daily usage rates were calculated for each account by dividing the total usage 
for the analysis period by the number of supply days. Accounts were then grouped according 
to daily usage bands in increments of 5 kWh (0-5 kWh to 40+ kWh). For instance, all 
accounts with daily usages between 5 kWh and 10 kWh were grouped together. 

The median effective price for each usage band was calculated, by customer group and 
region. We used the targeted sample to calculate effective prices for non-solar payment plan 
and non-solar hardship customers. For general non-solar residential customers and non-
solar residential customers overall, we used the weighted residential sample. 

 
143  The average overlap ratio between postcodes in our dataset and Remoteness Areas is 0.98. 
144  These ‘Urban Centres and Localities’ have populations of 200 people or more. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 

Urban Centre and Locality, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare website, 2022, accessed 16 May 2022.  

https://meteor.aihw.gov.au/content/695681
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Effective prices faced by market offer customers without concession payments 

We produced market offer effective prices without government concessions and considered 
specific usage bands to allow for a comparison of changes in median market offer prices 
faced and changes in supply costs (tables 2.1 and 2.2 in the report).  

Removing government concession payments provided a more relevant measure of what 
retailers actually charge customers for this comparison against supply cost changes. We did 
this by removing the ‘total concessions’ credits from the calculation of effective prices. In the 
case of south-east Queensland, however, the Queensland Government’s COVID-19 economic 
relief payments could not be excluded even with the removal of ‘total concessions’ credits. For 
this reason, we have excluded south-east Queensland from tables 2.1 and 2.2 and associated 
analysis.   

Considering specific usage bands assists in reducing the impacts of changes to usage 
between 2019–20 and 2020–21. Increases in usage between 2019–20 and 2020–21 for 
residential or small business customers in a particular region would act to reduce effective 
prices faced as the fixed cost of a customer’s bill is spread across more units of electricity. 
Decreases in usage would have the opposite effect. 

To account for this, we calculated daily usage rates for each residential and small business 
market offer account by dividing the total usage for each year by the number of supply days. 
We then calculated for both residential and small business customers the median effective 
price faced by market offer customers with daily usage within ±5% of the median daily usage 
for market offer customers in each region. For residential market offer customers, the median 
daily usage was 11.2 kWh/day for Victoria, 14.0 kWh/day for New South Wales, 11.4 kWh/day 
for South Australia and 12.5 kWh/day for all three regions combined. For small business 
market offer customers, the median daily usage was 14.0 kWh/day for Victoria, 18.3 kWh/day 
for New South Wales, 13.8 kWh/day for South Australia and 15.9 kWh/day for all three regions 
combined.  

Savings from switching from a standing to low-price market offer 

We estimated the potential savings to a typical standing offer customer from switching to a 
low-price market offer. We did this by calculating the difference between the effective price 
that a typical customer that does not have solar might expect to pay on a standing offer 
versus a low-price market offer, and multiplying this difference by the estimated annual 
usage of a typical standing offer customer that does not have solar. 

We estimated these savings for: 

• standing offer customers that do not have solar; 

• for both residential and small business customers; 

• for Victoria, New South Wales, South Australia, south-east Queensland separately, and 
for all regions combined. 

 e defined the ‘usage of a typical standing offer customer that does not have solar’ as the 
median 2021 Q3 daily usage of standing offer customers that do not have solar (let us label 
this amount as A). We then converted this to an annual figure by multiplying by 365. 

 e determined ‘the effective price that a typical customer that does not have solar might 
expect to pay on a standing offer’ as the median effective price for standing offer customers 
that did not have solar and that had a usage amount that was within ±5% of A (let us label 
this amount as B). 
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 e determined ‘the effective price that a typical customer that does not have solar might 
expect to pay on a low-price market offer’ as the 25th percentile effective price for market 
offer customers that did not have solar and that had a usage amount that was within ±5% of 
A (let us label this amount as C). 

Our estimate is therefore:  Savings = (B – C) * A * 365 

As a point of comparison, we also estimated the potential savings to a typical standing offer 
customer from switching to a median market offer. This used the same method as above, 
except that we used the median market offer effective price instead of the 25th percentile 
market offer effective price. 

Further, we estimated the potential savings to a small business customer that uses 20,000 
kWh per year. This provides an example of the savings available to small businesses that 
are higher users of electricity. Our calculation used the same method as above, except we 
determined the relevant effective prices by looking at customers with daily usage within ±5% 
of 54.8 kWh/day (20,000 kWh divided by 365 days). 

The way we estimated potential savings from switching in this report differs to how we 
estimated them in our September 2020 and May 2021 reports. In those reports, we 
estimated savings as the difference between the median effective price for all standing offer 
customers and the median effective price for all market offer customers, multiplied by the 
median usage of all standing offer customers. We consider that our new approach of looking 
at non-solar customers only and focusing on a narrow band around the median usage now 
more accurately estimates the difference in the effective price that a typical customer might 
expect to pay on a standing offer versus a market offer, given their consumption. 

Despite the improvements we have made to the way we estimate potential savings from 
switching, our approach still has limitations. These limitations are that we are not controlling for 
a number of factors that might be affecting the results, including the distribution network the 
customer is in, whether the customer receives a concession, and the customer’s tariff type (for 
example, flat tariff without controlled load, flat tariff with controlled load, time-of-use tariff, etc.). 

Proportion of customers using smart meters, including those with time-of-use 
tariffs and solar 

For each region and for both residential and small business customers, we measured: 

• the proportion of total customers with a smart meter145 

• the proportion of customers with a smart meter who had a time-of-use tariff  

• the proportion of customers with a smart meter who had solar. 

We measured these proportions as at 1 July. This means that if a customer was reported as 
having a smart meter as at 1 July of a particular year, they would be classified as a smart 
meter customer for that point in time. Likewise, if a smart meter customer was on a time-of-
use tariff as at 1 July of a particular year, they would be classified as a smart meter customer 
on a time-of-use tariff for that point in time. The same approach was taken for smart meter 
customers that had solar.  

 
145  In our data collection, we defined a smart meter as ‘…a device that digitally measures energy use, also known as an 

advanced meter or ‘type 4’ meter’ (see appendix C). Most smart meters in the National Electricity Market are classified as 
‘type 4’ meters. In Victoria, many smart meters are classified as ‘type 5’. This appears to be because advanced meters 
installed as part of the Victorian Advanced  etering Infrastructure program were ‘…deemed to be type 5 metering 
installations so that the [Local Network Service Provider’s] exclusive ability to perform the Responsible Person role … 
could be maintained under existing clause 7.2. (a)(2) of the [ ational Electricity Rules]’. See Australian Energy Market 
Commission, Final determination – National Electricity Amendment: Expanding competition in metering and related service 
rule change, November 2015, accessed 16 May 2022, p 4. 

https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/expanding-competition-in-metering-and-related-serv#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2026%20November%202015%2C%20the,a%20wider%20range%20of%20services.
https://www.aemc.gov.au/rule-changes/expanding-competition-in-metering-and-related-serv#:~:text=Rule%20Change%3A%20Completed&text=On%2026%20November%202015%2C%20the,a%20wider%20range%20of%20services.
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Appendix C: Billing data definitions 

The table below describes the data for each customer bill that retailers were required to 
provide in their response to our information request. 

Data Description 

Company Name retailer name 

Account Number unique customer identifier for billing purposes 

State state in which electricity was supplied (Victoria, New South 
Wales, South Australia or south-east Queensland) 

Postcode postcode in which electricity was supplied 

NMI National Metering Identifier, the unique identifier for the 
connection point to the grid 

Bill Issue Date date the bill was issued 

Invoice Date From first day of the billing period (inclusive) 

Invoice Date To last day of the billing period (inclusive) 

Offer Start Date first day that electricity was supplied to the customer for the 
offer that applied to the bill 

Offer End Date last day that electricity was or will be supplied to the customer 
for the offer that applied to the bill 

From Different Retailer 
(Y/N) 

whether the customer was with a different retailer in the 
previous billing period 

Distributor distributor corresponding to the state and postcode in which 
electricity was supplied 

Smart Meter (Y/N) whether the customer had a device that digitally measures 
energy use, also known as an advanced meter or ‘type 4’ 
meter 

Hardship Customer (Y/N) whether the customer participated in the retailer’s hardship 
program at the invoice end date, or received hardship 
assistance during the billing period 

Payment Plan Customer 
(Y/N) 

whether the customer had an arrangement to pay the retailer 
in instalments (not including flexible arrangements for 
convenience or budgeting) at the invoice end date 

Solar Customer (Y/N) whether the customer was on an offer that included a premium 
feed-in tariff or negotiated feed-in tariff payment 

Dual Fuel Customer (Y/N)  whether the customer also had a gas account with the retailer 
at the location where electricity was supplied 

Offer Type 
(Market/Standing) 

whether the customer was on a market or standing offer during 
the billing period, as defined by the National Energy Retail Law 
in New South Wales, South Australia and south-east 
Queensland and the Energy Retail Code (Vic) 

Contract Term (Months) number of months over which the offer applies 

Plan ID Energy Made Easy or Victorian Energy Compare identifier for 
the offer 
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Other ID unique identifier for an offer if a Plan ID is not provided 

Plan Name name of the offer 

Flat Tariff (Y/N) whether the offer charges the same price for electricity 
regardless of the time of day 

Controlled Load Tariff 
(Y/N) 

whether the offer charges a separate price that applies to one 
or more appliances that are separately metered 

Time of Use/Flexible Tariff 
(Y/N) 

whether the offer charges different prices depending on the 
time of day 

Demand Tariff (Y/N) whether the offer includes additional demand-based charges 
on top of any usage charges 

Subscription Plan (Y/N) whether the offer charges a fixed amount each period to cover 
for a specified amount of electricity 

Premium FiT (Y/N) whether the offer includes a payment to the customer for 
electricity generated from solar panels and fed into the grid at 
a premium solar scheme rate 

Negotiated FiT (Y/N) whether the offer includes a payment to the customer for 
electricity generated from solar panels and fed into the grid at 
a negotiated or state-mandated minimum rate 

Conditional Discount Type description of the condition that must be met for the conditional 
discount to be applied, such as paying a bill on time or by 
direct debit, and having both an electricity account and a gas 
account with the retailer 

Unconditional Discount 
Type 

description of the reason that an unconditional discount was 
applied, such as a special promotion applying at the time of 
signing up 

Total Usage (kWh) total amount of electricity that the customer consumed from the 
grid during the billing period 

Total Solar Feed-in Supply 
(kWh) 

total amount of electricity that the customer supplied to the grid 
during the billing period by the solar panel system attached to 
the location where electricity was supplied 

Total Supply Charge ($) total fixed costs charged regardless of the amount of electricity 
the customer consumed from the grid (excluding goods and 
services tax) 

Total Usage Charge ($) total variable costs charged based on the amount of electricity 
the customer consumed from the grid (excluding goods and 
services tax) 

Total Conditional Discounts 
($) 

total conditional discounts that could have applied to the bill if 
all conditions were met (excluding goods and services tax) 

Total Conditional Discounts 
Applied ($) 

total conditional discounts that were applied to the bill 
(excluding goods and services tax) 

Achievement of Conditional 
Discounts (Y/N) 

whether all conditional discounts that could have applied to the 
bill were applied 

Total Unconditional 
Discounts ($) 

total unconditional discounts that applied to the bill (excluding 
goods and services tax) 

Total Concessions ($) total concessions that applied to the bill (excluding goods and 
services tax) 

Total Solar FiT Rebate ($) total amount of negotiated feed-in tariff and premium feed-in 
tariff payments that applied to the bill (excluding goods and 
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services tax) 

Demand Charges ($) additional charges that applied to the bill in relation to a 
demand tariff (excluding goods and services tax) 

Green Energy Charges ($) additional charges relating to a green energy scheme, such as 
GreenPower (excluding goods and services tax) 

Other Charges ($) additional charges that are not captured by any other defined 
categories, including credit card fees, paper bill fees, or 
applicable bill corrections that increase the amount required to 
be paid (excluding goods and services tax) 

Other Discounts ($) additional discounts or rebates that are not captured by any 
other defined categories, including any applicable bill 
corrections that reduce the amount required to be paid 
(excluding goods and services tax) 

Total Current Balance ($) total amount owed by the customer as at the bill issue date 
(excluding goods and services tax) 
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