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BACKGROUND 
In 2009 the Authority approved the Compendium of Gas Customer Licence Obligations 
(Gas Customer Code) (Compendium) as a new schedule in all gas trading licences.  The 
Compendium largely mirrors the Code of Conduct for the Supply of Electricity to Small 
Use Customers, thereby ensuring that conduct requirements across the energy industry 
are generally consistent.  Compliance with the Compendium is mandatory and is a 
condition of every gas trading and distribution licence. 

Part 6 of the Compendium addresses payment difficulties and financial hardship. Amongst 
other things, Part 6 requires gas traders to develop a financial hardship policy (policy) for 
residential customers. Clause 6.10(2) specifies the minimum contents of a policy. 

The Authority published Financial Hardship Policy Guidelines (Guidelines) in 2008 to 
provide retailers with additional guidance regarding good practice in the establishment 
and operation of these policies. The Guidelines are not a mandatory compliance 
requirement. There are 27 guidelines which cover good practice in policy areas such as: 

• staff training; 

• identification and engagement with customers in financial hardship;  

• flexible payment arrangements;  

• engagement with financial counsellors and consumer representative 
organisations; and 

• transparency and accessibility.   

The Compendium was amended in 2010 to require gas traders to review their policies 
annually, have regard to the Guidelines when undertaking the review, and submit the 
reviewed policy to the Authority to enable the Authority to conduct and publish an 
assessment of the policy. 

In 2010 the Authority also undertook public consultation on the Guidelines to ensure that 
industry and consumer representative organisations had an opportunity to review the 
Guidelines prior to the Guidelines being used for the purpose of assessment.  A number 
of minor changes were made as a result of this review.  A copy of the Guidelines is 
available on the Authority’s website. 

The Guidelines require gas traders to submit their reviewed policy to the Authority by 31 
December each year for assessment.  The Guidelines also state that the Authority will 
endeavour to issue an assessment every second year, unless there are significant 
changes to the policy, in which case an assessment will be issued annually. 

Wesfarmers Kleenheat Gas (WKG) holds a gas trading licence granted by the Authority.   

WKG retails gas in Margaret River and Oyster Harbour (Albany) and has around 450 
residential customers. 

WKG submitted their reviewed policy before the deadline of 31 December 2010. 
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ASSESSMENT 
It is important to note that the Authority issues an assessment of a gas trader’s policy and 
not an approval. Gas traders are able to operate their policy regardless of the assessment 
by the Authority.  

If the Authority identified possible Compendium non-compliance during the course of the 
assessment and this was not rectified by the retailer prior to the assessment being 
concluded, the Authority may determine that it is necessary to further investigate this 
possible non-compliance. 

Compendium Compliance  
The Authority reviewed the policy against the mandatory requirements of Part 6 of the 
Compendium. 

Feedback was provided to WKG regarding the need to: 

• Include a statement that assessment of a customer to determine if they are 
experiencing ‘payment problems’ or ‘financial hardship’ will be done within 3 
business days (clause 6.1(1)). 

• Include a statement confirming that WKG will advise a residential customer, 
on request, of the details of the assessment carried out (clause 6.1(3)).   

• Clarify that payment problems include problems that may relate to historical 
debt (clause 6.1(4)). 

• Clarify that WKG will give reasonable consideration to further requests for 
additional time to assess capacity to pay (clause 6.2(3)). 

• Make clear that a retailer must offer additional time to pay and an instalment 
plan (clause 6.4(1)).   

• Include a statement that, when offering a payment plan, WKG will specify all 
relevant information (clause 6.4(2)). 

• Clarify that, if a customer has renegotiated plans this does not count towards 
cancellation of payment plans (clause 6.4(4)). 

• Include a statement that WKG will give reasonable consideration of a request 
for a reduction in fees, charges, or debt (clause 6.6(1)). 

• Outline in detail the payments in advance policy and payment options (clause 
6.9(1) and 6.9(2)). 

• Clarify that the hardship policy was developed in consultation with relevant 
consumer representative organisations (cause 6.10(2)(a)).   

• Clarify the training staff are to receive (clause 6.10(2)(b)).  

• Include guidelines that ensure annual review and on-going consultation with 
relevant consumer representative organisations (clause 6.10(2)(d)(i)(A) and 
6.10(2)(d)(i)(B).  

• Include guidelines dealing with the reduction and/or waiver of fees and 
charges (clause 6.10(2)(d)(iv)). 

These issues have now been addressed within the policy. 
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Following receipt of the Authority’s feedback, WKG submitted a final draft of the policy.   

It is the Authority’s assessment that the WKG policy is now compliant with the 
Compendium requirements. 

Guidelines 
The Authority reviewed the policy against the Guidelines.  The Guidelines represent good 
practice but are not mandatory. 

After reviewing the first draft of the policy, feedback was provided to WKG regarding 
consistency with the following guidelines: 

• Working with key community representative organisations and agencies to 
develop training packages (guideline 4.1.2). 

• Provision of staff training in communications skills for engaging with customers in 
financial hardship (guideline 4.1.3). 

• Provision of information to frontline staff to enable them to educate customers by 
providing basic energy savings tips and ensure customers are referred elsewhere 
for further energy efficiency advice if necessary (guideline 4.1.4, and part 4.3.5). 

• Provision of training to all new staff who deal with customers or customer issues 
and schedule refresher courses (guideline 4.1.5). 

• Provision of more comprehensive training to customer service areas of the 
business (guideline 4.1.6). 

• Knowledge of where customers in financial hardship can be referred to for further 
advice (guideline 4.2.7).  

• Involvement of customers and financial counsellors in setting a payment plan 
based on the individual circumstances of the customer and consideration of the 
financial counsellors assessment of a customer’s capacity to pay (guideline 4.3.1 
and 4.3.4). 

• Identification of appropriate services that may assist the customer in managing 
their future energy consumption and financial obligations (guideline 4.3.5). 

• Provision of payment incentives (guideline 4.3.6). 

• Encouraging greater involvement of consumer representative organisations in the 
development and review of financial hardship policies (guideline 4.4.1). 

• Processes for early identification and referral of customers in financial hardship 
(guideline 4.4.2). 

• Consultation with relevant consumer representative organisations regarding the 
process for periodic review of the policy (guideline 4.4.4). 

• The use of memorandums of understanding or inter-agency protocols between 
retailers and relevant consumer representative organisations and financial 
counselling providers to ensure a common understanding of agreed processes 
and protocols (guideline 4.4.5). 

• Detailed information about how a customer’s eligibility and payment options will be 
assessed (guideline 4.5.1). 

• Pro-active promotion of the policy and its availability in a range of formats 
(guideline 4.5.2 and guideline 4.5.3).  



Economic Regulation Authority 
 

Assessment of the Wesfarmers Kleenheat Gas Pty Ltd Financial Hardship Policy 4 
16 September 2011 
  

As a result of the feedback provided a number of improvements have been made and the 
policy is now consistent with the guidelines, with the exception of:  

• Provision of information to frontline staff to enable them to educate customers by 
providing basic energy savings tips and ensure customers are referred elsewhere 
for further energy efficiency advice if necessary (guideline 4.1.4, and part 4.3.5). 

• The use of memorandums of understanding or inter-agency protocols between 
retailers and relevant consumer representative organisations and financial 
counselling providers to ensure a common understanding of agreed processes 
and protocols (guideline 4.4.5). 

• Detailed information about how a customer’s eligibility and payment options will be 
assessed (guideline 4.5.1). 

With regard to the above guidelines WKG has stated that they: 

• Are committed to formalising service level agreements in the future with financial 
counsellors and other organisations (guideline 4.4.5).  

• Have partly addressed guideline 4.5.1 and would prefer not to add more detail as, 
in their view there is a risk of becoming overly prescriptive which may exclude 
some hardship customers from self assessing hardship eligibility.  

Conclusion 
WKG submitted their policy in a timely manner. 

Feedback was provided regarding compliance with a number of Compendium 
requirements and consistency with the practice outlined in the Guidelines.  As a result a 
number of improvements were made to the policy. 

The Authority has found that the WKG policy complies with the Compendium and, with the 
exceptions outlined above, is consistent with the Guidelines.  

The Authority notes that this is an assessment of the written policy document and is not 
an examination of the application, implementation or adherence to the policy by WKG. 

A copy of the WKG policy is attached (Attachment 1).  

 

 

LYNDON ROWE 
CHAIRMAN 
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Appendix 1: WKG Financial Hardship Policy  

 



 

POLICY STATEMENT 

FINANCIAL HARDSHIP POLICY 
 
Policy Statement 
We understand that customers experiencing financial hardship may find it difficult to pay their 
account. We recognise we have a social obligation to ensure vulnerable customers are treated 
with fairness, integrity and compassion. We are committed to working with our customers to 
find an appropriate payment solution that is effective and sustainable. A customer can be 
identified as being in financial hardship when they do not have the financial capacity to pay their 
utility accounts without affecting their ability to meet their individual or family basic living needs. 

Purpose 
The purpose of this policy is to outline the minimum standards we will adopt with consumer 
customers who do not have the capacity to pay their account due to financial hardship. This 
policy communicates our position and provides guidance to employees, customers and 
stakeholders. 

Principles 
Customers ‘eligibility for hardship’ assistance 
A customer can be identified as being in financial hardship when they do not have the financial 
capacity to pay their utility accounts without affecting their ability to meet their individual or 
family basic living needs. 

The following indicators should be considered when determining whether a customer is in 
financial hardship: 

• The customer requests information about alternative payment arrangements. 

• The customer's payment history indicates that they have had difficulty paying accounts 
in the past. 

• The customer has had a change of circumstances that adversely affects their finances. 

• Self identification with support from financial counsellor. 

• Eligibility for Government funded concessions. 

• The customer is eligible or has previously applied (successfully or unsuccessfully) for a 
Government funded financial assistance schemes e.g. HUGS. 

• Medical conditions or disability impacting earning capacity. 

• Advice received by an independent financial counsellor.  

• Current financial commitments including any existing debt.  

Although the above list is an indicator of possible hardship, each customer will be treated in 
accordance with their individual circumstances on a case by case basis and advised of 
assessment outcome within 3 working days.    
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Payment Arrangement Options 
Customers identified as experiencing financial hardship will be offered one or more of the 
following assistance measures: 
• Customised payment plans that accommodate particular customer circumstances. 
• Due to seasonal fluctuations in usage, paying in instalments may result in customer 

accounts being in credit or debit during the period of the plan. Should this result in the 
customer’s account being significantly in credit or debit we will re-calculate the amount 
of the instalments.  

• Customers who have negotiated revisions to payment plans are not at risk of being 
refused future assistance purely for this reason.  

• Customers will be referred to the appropriate agency for any discounts or rebates that a 
customer is entitled to under any Government scheme/grant. 

• Advice to customers applying to Centrelink for the Centrepay facility. 
• Recommendation to seek advice from a financial counsellor to be assessed for 

Government support programs. 
• Independent financial councillors’ assessment will be considered when arranging 

payment plans. 
• Customers may opt to pay in advance.  The minimum payment in advance amount will 

be determined in consultation with relevant consumer representative organisations. 
• In some circumstances, such as, permanent disability, bankruptcy or death a waiver of 

debt may be considered.  

Kleenheat Gas will refer customers in financial hardship to other support agencies and 
schemes, where appropriate. Kleenheat Gas will not disconnect or charge late fees to 
customers due to non-payment if they are entering into a payment plan or while they are on a 
payment plan and have consistently demonstrated a commitment to it. Kleenheat will consider 
waiving all fees and charges issued prior to a payment arrangement being entered into. 
Kleenheat may also consider payment incentives such as matched payments. 

Our Commitment to our Customers 
Each customer experiencing financial hardship will be treated with sensitivity on a case by case 
basis and has the right to: 
• Receive information and advice regarding the payment options and methods available. 

• Nominate to have the bill redirected at no charge to a third party or an alternative postal 
address. 

• Receive information and advice on Government funded concessions and financial 
assistance schemes e.g. Hardship Utility Grant Scheme. 

• Receive information on our Financial Hardship Policy.  

• Arrangements that are maintained will not be charged interest. 

• Renegotiate the amount of their instalment if there is a change in circumstances. 

• Residential customers who are able to demonstrate they have an appointment with an 
independent counsellor will be granted a temporary suspension of action for thirty days 
interest free. We will reasonably consider requests for extension of time in obtaining 
this information. 

• Be advised of the amount of any historical debt and the basis of that debt. 

• Be shielded from legal action, additional recovery costs and restriction of supply as long 
as they have agreed to an arrangement and are meeting their commitment to it. 

• Be advised that recovery action will continue if they fail to meet the agreed payment 
arrangement schedule and fail to actively work with us to address the situation. 
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• Receive written confirmation of the agreed arrangement including details of instalment 
numbers, amounts, commencement date and terms. We will specify the amount of the 
instalments which will pay your arrears and estimate usage during the period of the 
plan.  This will be sent within two business days of the agreement being reached. 

• Be referred to a free counselling service to receive independent advice. During this 
period of thirty days recovery action will cease pending the establishment of an agreed 
payment arrangement.  

The Customer’s Commitment to Us 
We will do our best to assist customer’s experiencing financial hardship. In return, we ask that 
the customer: 
• Contact us as soon as they begin to experience financial difficulty. 

• Agree and maintain a suitable payment arrangement. 

• Keep us informed of any changes in their circumstances. 

• Contact us to request an alternative arrangement if they are having difficulty 
maintaining the agreed payment plan. 

• Contact a financial counsellor or relevant consumer representative if requested. It is 
important to meet with a person from a relevant consumer representative organisation 
to discuss their financial situation and consider the options available. 

Provision of Information 
We will be proactive in providing potential hardship customers with timely, transparent and 
accessible information including: 
• An invitation to contact us to discuss alternative payment arrangements on all accounts 

and recovery notices. 

• Information about concessions eligibility, other government funded assistance 
programs such as the Hardship Utility Grant Scheme (HUGS), Energy Ombudsman of 
WA (EOWA), Energy and Water Ombudsman of Victoria (EWOV) flexible payment 
options, and our hardship policy. 

• We provide access to the Translation and Interpreting Service (TIS) to assist customers 
from non-English speaking backgrounds. 

• We will promote awareness of the financial hardship policy which is available on the 
Kleenheat website to consumer customers, financial counsellors and key stakeholders. 

• We will maintain a policy feedback mechanism.  
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Staff Training 
Frontline employees who assist customers having difficulty paying their outstanding charges 
will be trained and competent in relation to: 
• The range of payment options and methods available. 

• Our Financial Hardship Policy and procedures. 

• Government funded concession entitlements. 

 Referrals to the Financial Counsellors Association of WA (FCAWA), Energy 
Ombudsman of WA (EOWA) or Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria (EWOV). 

 Government financial assistance programs e.g. Hardship Utility Grant Scheme 
(HUGS). 

• Credit Department staff who case manage individuals experiencing financial hardship 
have comprehensive training on a range of social and community issues to improve 
their understanding of the issues that effect people in financial hardship. Staff are also 
trained on how to communicate effectively with customers. 

In addition we will: 
• Provide training to new staff and schedule refresher courses where appropriate. 
• Plan to work with key organisations to develop training packages.  

Commitment to Best Practice and Continuous Improvement 
We will undertake the following to facilitate best practice and continuous improvement: 
• Willingness to work with financial counsellors and share information subject to privacy 

and customer consent requirements. 

• Ongoing engagement at an industry level with Western Australia Council for Social 
Services (WACOSS), Financial Counsellors Association of WA (FCAWA) and relevant 
consumer representative organisations to improve our understanding of the complex 
issues surrounding financial hardship, communicate agreed processes and protocols 
and to review and improve practices and processes. 

• Our hardship policy will be reviewed annually to ensure it meets the needs of 
customers experiencing hardship. This review will be completed in consultation with 
relevant consumer representative organisations. 

• We will ensure appropriate procedures and work instructions are in place and 
maintained to ensure hardship customers are dealt with in a sensitive manner 
according to the guidelines set out in this policy. 

• We will ensure that there are appropriate escalation procedures in place to deal with 
customer complaints regarding this policy. 
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Review of Policy 
• The NATIONAL CREDIT MANAGER is responsible for monitoring the effectiveness of 

the hardship policy and associated programs. 
• Our hardship policy will be reviewed annually to ensure it meets the needs of 

customers experiencing hardship.  
• All CREDIT TEAM employees are responsible for the application of the policy. 
• All frontline customer service employees who assist customers having financial 

difficulties are required to be aware of this policy and the options available to assist 
them. 
 

Rev Description of 
Revisions 

Date Prepared By Checked By Approved By 

0.1 Created Dec 2010 Bernadette Doyle David Andrews Bernadette Doyle 

1 Reviewed  July 2011 Bernadette Doyle David Andrews Bernadette Doyle 
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