DESPERATE
FOR RELIEF

A shapshot report on the
consequences of more people
drowning in energy debt

It doesn’t matter how reasonable
‘ ‘ you’re being with your power usage

when the price keeps going up.

It is an impossible choice of

either prosperity or health.

- D\/lan

@ Antipoverty Centre

JANUARY 2025



Urgent action is nheeded to provide immediate
relief for the tens of thousands of people who
are saddled with huge energy debt that they
struggle to pay down.

Energy companies are making mega profits at the same time
as people are cutting back on essentials, being hit with rising
electricity bills and a record number of customers are in debt.

These companies being supported with billions of dollars in public
funds has not stopped the rise in debts. Many people have told us
they received tariff hikes shortly after the government announced
its energy relief scheme, locking in higher prices. This comes off
the back of the biggest energy retailers wrongly taking money from
welfare recipients through Centrepay.

The true cost of growing energy debt is more sickness,
more hospitalisation and more deaths.

It became a threat of,
‘We’re going to just

turn off your electricity’...
but | have a child

who’s asthmatic.
— Jess, private renter in New South Wales
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Energy = health

66.6% said severe
temperatures
aggravate a
health condition

49.5% said they
have energy costs
related to their
health condition

49.5%

17.8% of respondents
said they needed
medical treatment
due to high or low
temperatures.
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What we found

As the number of people with energy debt has dramatically increased, so too has profit for
major energy companies like Origin Energy and AGL. The two biggest players benefited from
$5 billion the federal government spent on two rounds of energy bill relief for customers,
while posting $3 billion in profit in 2023 and 2024. The same companies have reaped
benefits from renewable energy and been found to have unlawfully overcharged welfare
recipients millions of dollars they didn’t owe.!

While people are paying more for groceries, mortgages and rents, we are also under
increasing pressure from energy price rises, despite an “oversupply” of renewable electricity
being generated by those who already have access to rooftop solar.2

To understand how these dynamics are playing out in people’s lives, the Antipoverty Centre
conducted a in depth survey to build a snapshot of how energy bills and debt affect people’s
wellbeing.” We collected 417 stories of stress and anxiety from people who are unable to
adequately heat or cool their homes, or who have no choice but to go into debt in order to
keep their home at a safe temperature.

We need air-conditioning, which we can afford
to install, but not run due to high energy costs.

- T\ren'[:, \?ublic housing tenant in Western AuS‘[:\ralia

One in five respondents said they were behind on one or more bills, with the most common
being electricity. Those people behind on their electricity bill were more likely to be behind
on multiple bills.

Of 401 respondents living in stable housing, 67.8 per cent said they recalled receiving an
energy price increase since July 2023. However a lack of transparency around how energy
companies charge their customers means that price increases can be difficult to identify.3 This
means it's unlikely that these figures reflect the true number of people who received a tariff
increase. Over the same period, the biggest energy companies saw their profits skyrocket.

Renewable energy infrastructure has lowered the wholesale price of energy,* but companies
are failing to pass along the savings to their customers. Greedflation in the energy sector is
exacerbating the cost of living crisis that is already placing people under extraordinary strain.

I’m doing everything | can to reduce my
energy costs and they still keep increasing.

— Thomas Devlin, private renter in Victoria

More information about the survey and respondents is included in the appendix.



Energy companies must help struggling customers by using their profits to forgive debt and
ensure savings from increasing renewable energy in the grid are passed on to the public to
improve the health and wellbeing of tens of thousands of people. If they refuse to do the right
thing, the government should make them by introducing strong regulation. We need rules in
place that prevent price gouging, exploitation and spiralling debt.

Energy is a need not a luxury

As climate change accelerates, people on low incomes need to use more energy. We are
more likely to need but less able to afford energy, home modifications and other expenses
that alleviate health risk and regulate our temperature. Energy is an essential item and must
be accessible to all.

Our capacity to pay has gone backwards as the cost of living crisis has intensified. At the
same time as our need has increased, so have the energy bills we already couldn’t afford,
which are rising above inflation." Schemes to lower energy bills, such as incentives to install
rooftop solar and batteries, are currently inaccessible to many low income people.

The consequences of this are unfolding as the Bureau of Meteorology has forecast that
over the coming months warmer than average days and nights are likely, and unusually high
minimum temperatures are very likely.>

| can’t afford to use heating and cooling often
due to high energy costs.

- Tiffahy Mi|som, owneyr oCCuyie\r in New South Wales

The Australian Energy Regulator has noted that despite efforts to address problems facing
customers, “the outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability have been consistently
poor over a long period. This is particularly concerning given that energy is an essential
service.”®

Survey respondents were asked to rate their wellbeing overall. Only 12.8 per cent of welfare
recipients rated their wellbeing ‘good’ or ‘very’ good, with most of these people being on

a higher payment such as the age pension and/or living in social housing where rents are
lower. 54.56 per cent said their wellbeing is ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’.

* CPlrose 3.8% in the year to June 2024. Energy costs rose by 6% over the same period, despite the deflationary effect of energy
subsidies. ABS.


https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/price-indexes-and-inflation/consumer-price-index-australia/latest-release

People not receiving a welfare payment were more likely to report their overall wellbeing
as good or very good — 41.1 per cent — still concerningly low. The proportion of renters who
reported having good or very good wellbeing was about half that of owner occupiers.

Welfare recipient 16.24 38.32
Non-welfare recipient 1.71 16.57
Renter 10.73 34.87
Owner occupier 5.31 13.27

31.62 8.97 3.85
40.57 33.71 7.43
34.87 15.33 4.21
40.71 31.86 8.85

71.9 per cent of respondents said they wanted to move house for at least one reason.
However, among people who did not want to move, many commented that this is due to the
stress and cost of moving rather than satisfaction with their current home.

Jess is living in a private rental in South Western
Sydney. She is a single mum and works full-time.

| went from paying $960 to $1,140 a
fortnight in rent, in one hit. Over half
my pay is rent, but everything else
was still costing the same as it was
when over half my pay wasn’t my
rent.

I work full-time from home and

| have an energy debt. | figured

that if | was paying something then
they’ll keep the lights on. But they
got very angry very quickly. As far as
I’'m concerned if | can chuck more
on sometimes, I'll chuck more on
sometimes. Just leave me alone. I'm
giving you something. Something is
better than nothing when it comes to
debt.

| need electricity. What | don’t

need is to be threatened with debt
recovery agents. The threats came
about because the debt was so
high, and even though | was making
repayments fortnightly of what |
could afford, evidently it wasn’t
clearing the debt fast enough for the

company. So | would receive emails
saying, “We’ve attempted to contact
you several times, and we’ve been
so patient, and if you don’t pay us

all the money it'll go to our debt
collectors.” That would cause stress.
Then it became a threat of ‘We’re
going to just turn off your electricity’.
And that’'s when | was like, but | have
a child who’s asthmatic and if she
needs a nebuliser then | need to be
able to plug that in. | now repay $125
a week.

| live in a granny flat that is barely
insulated, so if | didn’t use as much
energy | would be uncomfortable
every single day trying to do my work
and then trying to raise my child.
Because I'm working from home, the
lights are on, the computer’s plugged
in, the fan’s going. | work 9 to 5 so

| don’t get to benefit from off-peak
rates. Why do you make profit off

me trying to live? That’s yuck. That’s
gross.




The most common reason

people gave for wanting to

move was to live somewhere

that is more safe and comfortable

in hot or cold temperatures,
at 41.7 per cent. J

Unexpectedly in the midst of a housing crisis, this was higher than the number of people who
said they want to move to pay less in housing costs, which was 37 per cent of respondents.

| rarely use the heater in winter and instead sit
covered with an electric blanket on. This reduces
what | do and | still feel cold on my face and hands.
It gets dangerously hot in Summer and stays so for
hours after the outside has cooled down. | have
felt ill many times because of it.

— contributor #43, private venter in New South Wales

The following results show a close correlation between housing quality, health and energy
usage:

67.49 per cent of respondents said their housing has a negative effect on their health.

66.6 per cent said severe temperatures aggravate a health condition or create safety
risk for them.

49.5 per cent of respondents said they have energy costs related to managing their
health condition or disability.

The black mould has required me to buy a
dehumidifier... It is an expense to run, but it’'s made the
living conditions tolerable. | am constantly vigilant for
mould as it’s affected my health living in this place

— contributor #432, private venter in Victoria



Maintaining a safe temperature in our homes is critical for health and wellbeing. In periods
of more extreme temperatures many people need to use a heater or air conditioner to stay
safe, which can significantly increase energy use and bills. This is exacerbated by the fact
that those on lower incomes are also more likely to live in homes that are poorly built and
maintained, with less insulation and inefficient heating and cooling appliances. These homes
are more expensive to keep at a safe and comfortable temperature, pushing up bills and
causing health problems.

If the temperature is 28C or higher, | pass out.
Resulted in a trip to emergency the first time it
happened... We have higher electricity costs that
| don’t qualify for assistance with as a result.

— contributor #303, private venter in Victoria

17.8 per cent of respondents said they had been hospitalised or needed to seek medical
treatment due to severe temperatures, and 13.9 per cent said they know someone else who
had this experience. 22.1 per cent of people who have airconditioning or a heater available
said they are rarely or never able to afford to turn it on when they need it, while 41 per cent
said when they need to use heating and cooling they cannot always afford to run it.

one in five
said they
were behind

on one or
more bills

25.3%

Internet




[l experience] anxiety about being able to afford
housing and the very high cost of heating the house.
Solar [would] give me more freedom to use the heater.

— contributor #22, private venter in New South Wales

Those least able to bear it
carry the debt burden

We asked survey respondents if they had a debt or had fallen behind on bills for electricity,
gas, internet, phone, rates, rent and water.

Of 417 survey respondents, one in five said they were behind on one or more bills, with the
most common being electricity (51 of 87 respondents who are behind on bills, or 58.6 per
cent) followed by phone (31 per cent). People who were behind on their electricity bill were
also significantly more likely to be behind on multiple bills.

Energy costs keep people stuck in debt traps. People with debts owed to energy retailers
can be blocked from changing to a different provider and switching to a cheaper plan, further
contributing to financial stress. In addition to potentially being locked in to higher energy
prices, people in debt may have their costs increased even further by late fees. For many,
the scale of their debt, combined with health needs that lead to increased electricity usage,
effectively mean that they may never be able to change provider.

We have air conditioning but the energy costs are so
high we avoid using it.

— Olivia, private venter in Western Australia

Figures from the latest Australian Energy Regulator annual markets report details the
widespread problem of energy debt, and how significantly debt levels have increased in the
past two years.

41.9% of people
on a hardship

| plan are not able
"”l to pay enough
to get ahead




For customers who entered a hardship program with their retailer (which only includes people
who are on a formal hardship repayment agreement, not everyone who has a debt):”

= 131,746 people with an energy debt were in a hardship program (an increase of 37.8 per
cent on 2023, which was a 30 per cent increase on 2022 figures) with the average debt
amounting to $1,687.

= 53.3 per cent of people in a hardship program have a debt of more than $500 by the
time they enter the program.

= 52.3 per cent of all people in a hardship program have a concession, generally meaning
they receive an income support payment from Centrelink.

= 1.9 per cent of people on a hardship plan have higher electricity costs in each billing
period than the amount they are able to repay as part of their plan. This is an increase of
64 per cent on the previous year.

=  Only 26.3 per cent of people in a hardship program are able to successfully pay it off.

= 45,137 people in a hardship program were excluded from their plan because they did
not keep up repayments, which may result in electricity disconnection and/or referral to
a debt collector. This is 69 per cent of all customers who were excluded from a hardship
program.

Mel is a public housing tenant living in the Adelaide
northern suburbs. She is a part-time student and relies on
the JobSeeker payment to live.

I’'m extremely grateful to have public | can only afford to put $50 a week
housing but I’'m not grateful for the towards it, which doesn’t cover
money | save in rent having to go the cost. So I'm falling deeper and
towards my electricity bill. | have a deeper in debt.

skin condition which often means
hospital stays. Heat makes it flare
up. Once my house heats up it stays
that way for days and is often cooler
outside then it is in.

As a full-time online student this
makes it harder as my computer
overheats constantly.

There are people that will say, “What
about the subsidy that was given
directly to electricity companies?”
And to them | say, my rates went up
as soon as that happened, as did
other people’s, to take the whole lot.

| own a very old box air conditioner
that | got for $30 at Cash Converters
that | have no choice but to run,
except when | run it, it costs me an
extra $75 a week. That’s an extra
$150 a fortnight | don’t have. But it
only cools my bedroom, not the living
area.

Those of us in poverty are more at
risk from climate change then those
who are not. We already do without
so much and our health and safety
matters too.

My electricity bill at this time is
over $5,500. Being on JobSeeker,




In a document provided to a senate inquiry into the cost of living, Origin provided the
following figures showing a 69 per cent increase in customers on a hardship plan over the

past two years.®
“rvia | s | s | Pras | e

Customers on a hardship plan 58,000 71,000 22% 98,000 38%

The number of people in hardship was also higher than pre-COVID figures.

In its FY24 annual report, AGL published figures showing there were 27,741 customers on
a hardship program, a 45 per cent increase on the previous year. Total average debt for all
customers (including those who are not on a hardship program) increased by 7 per cent.?

Who are the winners in
the system as it stands?

Data from the Australian Energy Regulator shows the top electricity retailers by market
share are Origin (26 per cent) and AGL (22 per cent), who collectively represent nearly half
the market. In this section we have focused on the conduct of these two companies and
perverse outcomes for their customers.

Of 401 survey respondents in stable housing, nearly 70 per cent said they recalled receiving
an energy price increase since July 2023.

The two major retailers have a track record of price gouging and other unethical behaviour."
A Guardian investigation revealed both companies had charged welfare recipients via
Centrepay when they were no longer customers. From a Guardian report: “Origin alone has
been accused of wrongly taking $2.5 million from the welfare payments of nearly 3,000
ex-customers. AGL is accused of taking $700,000 from the welfare payments of about

575 vulnerable Australians after they ceased being AGL customers, an average of $1,233
from each individual’'s welfare payments.”? Origin was fined $1.6 million in January 2025 for
violating the privacy of family violence victims and pursuing them over energy debts.”

We have already changed our solar from 1k to 6.6k.
The bills still arrive and the energy companies keep
raising prices.

— contributor #l 34’ ) OWnher oCCupier in South Aus‘[:\ralia

In a case brought by the AER, the federal court found AGL had contravened the National
Energy Retail Law and committed a total of 16,156 breaches of the National Energy Retail
Rules, saying they had “.. received, processed and retained payments for amounts that
exceeded the amount that they were entitled to charge the customers. AGL, through a
deliberate design in its payment system... treated each deduction as a payment for a bill,
even when the final bill had been paid”*



There is nothing we can do to reduce cost,

we [use] the minimum already. We don’t have a
dish washer or dryer or other appliances that
use a lot of electricity like that.

— contributor #58, Pviva{:e venter in New South Wales

While these companies collected piles of money that belonged to welfare recipients, people
suffered. Repayment of debts that these companies owe does not reverse the harm done.

Origin’s combined net profit after tax for FY23 and FY24 was $1.9 billion (FY24 profit
increased to $1.18 billion after tax, up from $747 million the year before), with AGL making
$1.09 billion over the same period ($812 million profit in FY24, up from $281 million FY23)."s
The total amount each of these companies received in subsidies through the federal
government’s Energy Bill Relief fund is unknown.
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The two energy companies note they have seen benefits as a result of keeping prices at
previous levels as some costs drop.

From Origin: “Energy Markets’ electricity gross profit increased, reflecting the recovery of
higher wholesale costs associated with current and prior periods flowing into customer tariffs,
and lower coal costs.”*®

AGL wrote in their annual report that .. a solid earnings contribution from the Torrens Island
Battery” contributed to boosted profits (Page 6), and that “the outcome reflects ... higher
wholesale electricity pricing from prior periods reflected in overall pricing outcomes and

Dylan lives with family in regional New South Wales. They
are an apprentice butcher living with family, and a carer for
their mum.

I've had ridiculous power bills from
just trying to survive in houses that
have had no insulation. When you
have a house that has no insulation
and windows that can’t shut or open,
you will freeze in winter, and you will
cook in summer, unless you attempt
something, and the something is
really expensive.

I remember when electricity was
provided by the government, and
| realised that some people made
an awful lot of money when they
transitioned to the system that we
have now.

My last power bill that | struggled
to pay off was $4,000 and that was
because of confusion over an email

address on the power company side.

The problem is, when you’re in that
situation, you can’t change power
company to find a better deal. So
part of it is the administrative error.

But it will always feel malicious what
they did. Because why did they let
the power bill go 14 months before
they sent me a physical letter? They
sent me a physical bill, and | went,
‘Oh, Christ, | thought | had that set
up as direct debit’. And | get it, this

is living with being neurodivergent,
there is a part of it that is my
disability. But it does feel intensely
malicious that it was allowed to go on
for so long without them ever going,
‘Is this guy dead?’

[My] bills weren’t high because of
usage. The price kept creeping
up. When you work 14 hours a day,
you come home and maybe you
fall asleep with the fan on. | never
thought of a place that had actual
proper air conditioning. | always
considered that to be luxurious,

to rent a place with a working air
conditioner. I've never experienced
that.

It doesn’t matter how reasonable
you’re being with your power usage
when the price keeps going up.

Now I’'m earning apprentice money
and helping my mum out the best
that | can. It is an impossible choice
of either prosperity or health, like
you can either save money or you
can live. I'm not sure if our electricity
price is going up, but | do know that
the feed-in rate is going down, which
feels like exactly the same thing.
That feels like a tariff raise for us.




continued discipline in margin management.”
(Page 99)”

When the Torrens Island battery began

= Sk,

operation the company said it would “help to -
put downward pressure on power prices”, with
South Australian Energy Minister saying it would ] .
“create value by storing that cheap energy - ACtIOI‘l 1 5
instead of wasting it”.®® There are more batteries ‘ .
, 9 R . Advocate for sector-wide ‘game
approved in South Australia, Victoria, New ~—- chanaer’ reforms
South Wales and Queensland but it is unclear c 9
when prices will be lowered. - The energy sector should be inclusive of all consumers.
| | However, the outcomes for consumers experiencing
s vulnerability have been consistently poor over a long
The November 2024 Essential poll shows period. This is particularly concerning given that energy is
86 per cent of people are either ‘very’ or ] @nessential service.
‘somewhat’ concerned about price gouging | It has become clear that there are systemic challenges
from energy companies when demand is high.* | in supporting consumers experiencing vulnerability. The
' incentives on consumer-facing energy businesses are not
#»  fully aligned to the goal of improving outcomes for those
Energy companies must be reined in. When ’ consumers who are experiencing vulnerability. In addition,
referring to an AER report on customer hardshi [ ¥ the capability of these businesses to effectively support
g o P : ) . P » consumers is highly variable across the sector. As a
at a cost of living senate inquiry hearing, the . result, outcomes for consumers experiencing vulnerability
AER chair emphasised that more work is ha.veT not improved, despite meaningful efforts to address
needed to prevent harm, saying “The 15" J this issue.

[recommendation] is the one that | think is the
most critical... It's looking at how we can actually
protect customers in general. It’s looking for a
game-changer idea. To me, that is the most
important of all the 15”.2°

From the AER’s Towards energy equity report.

“It’s just encouraged electricity companies to
increase their prices. This is the letter | received after
the $300 announcement. This is what subsidies do.

- Mel, ?ublic housihg tenant in South Aus‘[:ralia

other changes outlined below.

Your energy prices are increasing.and are shown below.

From 1 July 2024 your electri€fty prices will chahge. Based on your past usage, we estimate this will
increase your electricity bill By $638.00 per year. Blease note that this is an estimate only, the amount
includes GST, and your actual Bils will vary depemding on your usage. Your new rates will also now include

the small costs of maintaining the carbon offsets of your carbon neutral energy plan.
Your terms and conditions are changing.

Enclosed are our updated agreement terms and conditions, which will take effect from 23 August 2024.
We've made them easier to read and have updated them following some recent changes in laws and

Excerpt from a letter Mel received after the federal government announced the $300 Energy Bill Relief payment.



Energy subsidies offered no meaningful relief

The federal government has taken small steps to help with rising energy bills.?' But subsidies
cannot address root causes of the problem. Energy companies benefitted from two rounds of
subsidies worth roughly $5 billion delivered through the Energy Bill Relief Fund,’ but it didn’t
prevent painful price increases. Many people reported to the Antipoverty Centre that this

had little or no impact on lowering bills because the subsidies coincided with increases to
electricity prices that absorbed and in some cases exceeded any savings.

The government can and should ensure all customers can afford to access the energy they
need. Investing in retrofits so that people on low incomes can beneft from solar panels,
batteries and other climate-proofing should be a top priority. If there are any future subsidies
they must be coupled with stronger price controls to provide real protection for customers.

Most people who were eligible for the first subsidy of $500 were welfare recipients. Shortly
after the first round of the program was announced, many people shared stories with the
Antipoverty Centre about receiving notice of increases to their electricity costs that absorbed
the entire subsidy amount, if not more. Of the 81 welfare recipients who responded to the
Antipoverty Centre survey and indicated that they remembered receiving the $500 subsidy,
all 81 (100 per cent) also reported that they had received at least one electricity price increase
since July 2023 (compared to 67.8 per cent of all survey respondents).

These subsidies suppressed inflation, however the effect was somewhat artificial given that
price hikes were permanent. The RBA essentially discounted the deflationary impact because
underlying prices rose during the period the subsidies were in place.*?

+ The 2023 subsidy was expected to pay up to $500 to energy companies for around 5 million qualifying households at a cost

of $1.5 billion (ABC). An additional $3.5 billion for energy company subsidies was announced in 2024 with energy companies
receiving $300 for all households. (Treasury).

JM is living in a private rental in Melbourne. They
are casually employed and live with their partner.

| feel depressed about the fact

that money that’s come from my
dad’s estate isn’t going to helping
me get my own home. Even with a
repayment plan, | was still having to
dip into my savings account to pay
my energy bills. ’'m underemployed
and living with a disability, without
any Centrelink payments or anything
like that.

We have a tiny split system in the
lounge room. You're having to

spend so much money just to make
the temperature a little bit more
tolerable. But | can only do this for so
long before | get too anxious about
what this is going to cost me on my
next energy bill.

We ration the power. We’ll monitor
what the outside temperature is and
see if it’'s warmer, and if so, then
open up the windows and let that
somewhat warmer air in, and try and
find all these different ways to cut
down our energy consumption, like
turning stuff off at the powerpoint.

I’'m living with chronic pain, so
heating feels like more of a
necessity. This winter our bill almost
tripled. It’s really hard because
I’'m still conscious of the energy
consumption in terms of carbon
emissions and all that, but also,
the expense of it as well. | can’t
quite identify the feeling, it's that
discomfort and guilt about using
energy.



https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-10/australia-budget-2023-energy-relief-eligiblity-power-bills-state/102325406
https://archive.budget.gov.au/2023-24/myefo/download/myefo2023-24.pdf

Killer temperatures .
hurt peopleonlow 7
incomes the most g

Lack of access to affordable energy can be
a death sentence. People on low incomes
experience heat-related hospitalisation and
death at disproportionate rates.

= Between 2000 and 2019 there was an average of around 16,700 excess deaths per year
due to cold or heat.3

=  People with chronic and mental health conditions are more susceptible to extreme heat
and during heatwaves people with cardiovascular, respiratory, renal, and neurological,
mental and behavioural disorders have an increased risk of death.24

= A study evaluating coroner reports from 2006-2019 found deaths from cold were more
likely to occur in areas with high levels of social disadvantage, followed by excessive
heat.?s

= A Better Renting report found that across Australia, rental homes spend about 12 hours a
day above 25° and more than 2 hours a day above 30° in summer.2® This means renters
are spending an extraordinary amount of time below the World Health Organisation
recommended healthy range of 18—24° indoors.?’

Zf\
The problem is not isolated to one

location, and people in different regions
face different risks. Q

= |n a study of health effects during a 2009 Adelaide heatwave a person’s welfare status is
identified as a risk factor during periods of intense heat. The study found a 9.5 per cent
increase in mortality and 14-fold increase in direct heat-related hospital admission.®

=  Cold, drier winters are particularly deadly for older people and those with cardiovascular
illnesses. These are a greater threat in cities and areas not equipped to handle colder
winters. One study found that an increase in deaths for a colder winter was in Brisbane,
with researchers believing this to be because of the housing design to lose heat in
summer but allows for cool air to enter in winter.®

= A 2022 report found that the Northern Territory and South Australia have the highest
rates of fatalities during heatwaves.3°



Act to halt the energy
debt crisis

We need urgent action for equitable and
sustained relief from rising energy costs.
Low income people need to be safe and
must not be saddled with energy debt as
others transition to renewable energy.
Energy retailers must take responsibility for
protecting those of us who are being left
behind by taking the following steps.

Implement a debt relief scheme for people on an energy
1 hardship program and those who are unable to repay more
than the value of their energy usage in each billing period.

2 Proactively move people who have an energy debt to lower
tariff plans when they are available.

3 Ensure people are able to switch to another retailer if a
cheaper option is available.
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Address systemic causes of energy debt

More government action is required to support people on the lowest incomes. Everyone
needs to be able to cover the bills, regardless of whether they have enough paid work. The
goverment must immediately increase the base rate of Centrelink payments to at least the
Henderson poverty line to help people cover climbing energy bills, prevent more from falling
behind and help ensure we can afford to keep our homes at a safe temperature through
frequent heatwaves.

If energy companies fail to uphold their duty of care to low income customers, government
must step in with stronger regulation to minimise the risk of energy debt and ensure people
who have a debt are free to change retailer at any time. If companies do not pass on the
benefits of increasing renewable energy generation, price controls must be imposed to
ensure that public investment in large-scale renewables, rooftop solar and other programs
and infrastructure flow through to lower bills. Ultimately, the best way to make energy
affordable to all and ensure our essential needs are met would be to provide a public option
that offers energy at cost.

The Antipoverty Centre is a member of the Renew Australia for All alliance and the Stop

the Bill Shock campaign. The alliance is calling for the government to immediately invest

$5 billion to repower homes, with $50 billion over 10 years. The plan includes fully funding
retrofits for all First Nations, public and community housing properties to improve access

to solar, batteries and thermal improvements as well as energy market reforms to ensure
consumers benefit from the transition to renewable energy. We urge the government to fully
adopt the alliance’s plan.


https://renewaustraliaforall.org/
https://www.stopthebillshock.org/
https://www.stopthebillshock.org/
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Appendix

About the survey and
respondents

The Antipoverty Centre housing quality project draws on an in-depth survey of 417 people as
well as workshops and extensive one-on-one interviews with respondents.

The survey was distributed by grassroots and community sector organisations, with
contributions collected between March and October 2024. It includes 170 quantitative and
qualitative questions (only questions relevant to the individual were shown, for example,
home owners were not asked about their experience of the rental market). Questions
focused on the quality of housing and living cost pressures. A complete list of survey
questions and response options can be provided on request.

This project aims to gain a deeper understanding of the particular circumstances and
perspectives of very low income people in all housing tenure types and how these
compare to other groups. Respondents are not a representative population sample. Welfare
recipients and people with disability are over-represented due to the survey being shared
primarily among low income communities. The ratio of responses from welfare recipients

to non-welfare recipients has provided valuable insight into similarities and differences

in the experiences of these groups. The below tables give an overview of respondent
demographics.

State or territory Total Metropolitan % Regional, rural

or remote

ACT and NT 14 13 92.9 1 71

NSW 92 60 65.2 32 34.8
Qld 62 42 67.7 20 32.3
SA 52 44 84.6 8 15.4
Tas 20 4 20.0 16 80.0
Vic 133 99 74.4 34 25.6
WA 42 34 81.0 8 19.0
Jurisdiction 5 1 £0.0 1 50.0

not disclosed

Total 417 297 71.2 120 28.8



The largest group by tenure type was private renters, who made up 49.4 per cent of
respondents. This was followed by owner occupiers (27.1 per cent), public housing tenants
(9.4 per cent) and community housing tenants (4.3 per cent). 5.3 per cent did not have stable
housing or were in crisis accommodation.

Not on

Welfare o : o Has a o
Tenure type Total recipient % income % disability 3
support
Private rental 206 113 54.9 93 4541 154 74.8
Owner occupier 113 44 38.9 69 61.1 69 61.1
Public housing 39 37 94.9 2 5.1 36 92.3
Commumty 18 15 83.3 3 16.7 15 83.3
housing
UnStéble 16 10 62.5 6 37.5 10 62.5
housing
Crisis , 6 6 100.0 0 - 5 83.3
accommodation
Other* 19 15 78.9 4 21.1 19 100.0
Total 417 240 57.6 177 42.4 308 73.9

*Includes people living in rent-controlled affordable housing, housing co-operative, boarding house, care home,
retirement village, caravan, boat.



Antipoverty Centre

We will be releasing a series of snapshot reports in 2025 about key issues people face
when dealing with housing precarity and bad quality homes. You can contribute by
responding to the housing quality survey via: bit.ly/HousingQuality

For enquiries please contact the Antipoverty Centre via team@antipovertycentre.org

Contributors

Prepared for the Antipoverty Centre by Jay Coonan and Kristin O’Connell. We extend our
deepest gratitude to Dylan, Jess, JM and Mel for their time speaking with us, and to every
person who shared their perspectives, only a small number of which we have been able to
quote directly in this report.

The Antipoverty Centre was established in 2021 to counter problems with academics, think
tanks, charities, bureaucrats and others in the political class making harmful decisions on
behalf of people they purport to represent.

We are a collective of activists, advocates and researchers with direct, contemporary
experience of poverty and unemployment. We have deep expertise in poverty because we
live it. We defend and fight for the rights of people like ourselves who experience violence
at the hands of an economic system designed to oppress us. It is our mission to shift how
people speak about and respond to poverty and unemployment in this colony.

We work closely with peer support groups, activists and grassroots civil society
organisations to complement their work. Our goal is to help ensure the voices and rights of
people on the lowest incomes are at the centre of social policy development and discourse.
We believe there should be no decision made about us without us.




	What we found 
	Energy is a need not a luxury
	Those least able to bear it carry the debt burden
	Who are the winners in the system as it stands?
	Energy subsidies offered no meaningful relief 

	Killer temperatures hurt people on low incomes the most 
	Act to halt the energy debt crisis 
	Address systemic causes of energy debt 

	Endnotes
	Appendix: About the survey and respondents 

