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Rank the Energy Retailer Report 2019 
Here at FCAWA, we work with financial counsellors across Western 
Australia to ensure people experiencing financial hardship get the 
free, impartial support they need to regain control financially. To 
escape debt. To move on with clarity, certainty and confidence

We advocate to government on behalf of our members and 
consumers. We work with business and industry to improve 
terms, conditions and outcomes for consumers. We provide our 
members with vital news, insights and support. FCAWA draws on 
more than 30 years’ experience as a leading membership peak 
and trainer. Our highly experienced and qualified trainers deliver a 
variety of workshops to a range of audiences; including financial 
counsellors, community service workers, industry dealing with debt 
and hardship, State and Local Government and Legal Services. 
Our trainers are passionate about sharing their knowledge and 
experience.

Financial Counsellors’ Association of WA is the peak body for 
financial counsellors in Western Australia. FCAWA decide to 
undertake the survey “Who’s got the energy” after numerous and 
consistent complaints, information and somewhat inconstancies 
from Utility providers. WA unfortunately has some of the highest 
retail prices for utility costs in the whole of Australia. We hear from 
members about inadequate hardship policies, and also about 
those retailers who are doing some good work on hardship policies 
to assist consumers. In this context we thought it may be time to 
look at a rank the energy retailer similar to those undertaken in 
Victoria.

Energy retailers for gas are private businesses operating in 
a competitive market – but as providers of a service that is 
essential to health, wellbeing and social participation, they have 
an unavoidable moral and social obligation to customers who are 
struggling to pay their bills and stay connected. Electricity in WA is 
still state owned but works in a market of no choice for consumer 
depending on the client’s home whether remote, regional or metro 
based. Some utility providers such as Rio Tinto operate in specific 
areas in this case the Pilbara region of WA. All energy retailers, 
government and regulators have a responsibility to put in place 
the policy and regulatory framework that supports and protects 

vulnerable customers. We look forward to working with retailers to 
help encourage improvements in practises to ensure policy and 
regulatory change. 

While some of the retailers performed well in some areas the 
crucial next step is acknowledging and developing long term 
hardship policies and processes to respond effectively with clients. 
Attitudes to financial counsellors is in the main good, customers 
are not always given the same opportunity to communicate. This 
can take away their self-esteem and ultimately adds another layer 
of powerlessness when they are already suffering in monetary 
terms. The retailers attract both criticism and praise and we 
ask that retailers take the opportunity to consult with FCAWA 
and financial counselling agencies. We ask that they respect 
their clients and understand that financial hardship can have 
subsequent effects on families. 

FCAWA would like to see collaborative approached and 
consistent support for all clients. Good hardship policies that are 
implemented properly and training delivered for all staff. FCAWA 
would like to see less of the top down model where a retailer holds 
power over those in financial hardship who then feel that they 
have no choice but to accept whoever is offered. We are happy 
to discuss with all retailers the results of this survey and work 
collaboratively to improve their performance. 

In providing this report we acknowledge the work done by FCRC, 
the Financial and Consumer Rights Council and the questions 
based on their rank the retailers report. We also thank the financial 
counsellors in WA who took time out to answer the survey and 
send in comments. We also acknowledge the work of Diane Hayes, 
Senior Policy Officer who led this project.

Bev Jowle 
Executive Officer FCAWA

November 2019
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Methodology 

This report is based on the results of a survey of financial 
counsellors in Western Australia. 

Data collection and analysis data was collected from FCAWA 
members through an online survey, delivered via the SurveyMonkey 
platform during June and July 2019. 

The survey contained a combination of quantitative ranking 
and multiple-choice questions, complemented with optional 
comment sections to capture qualitative remarks. Respondents 
were prompted to base their responses on their general casework 
experience over the preceding 12 months, rather than on specific 
incidences. 

The survey breaks the energy providers into two tiers, based on 
market share and the financial counsellors were asked to: 

• Consider your casework as a whole when answering questions, 
rather than any single case. We want to gauge performance in 
the majority of cases.

• Provide comments; it will contribute significantly to the 
quality of the final report. Name the retailer in comments 
where possible. The results of the survey will be invaluable in 
enabling FCAWA and others to continue to advocate for and 
promote improvements across the sector. We thank you for your 
participation. 

As the peak body for financial counsellors in Western Australia, 
FCAWA has been hearing financial counsellors’ accounts of their 
dealings with energy retailers. We are hoping with rank the energy 
provider, we are able to capture these experiences and opinions 
more systematically. These results were a snapshot of the financial 
hardship practices and performances of Western Australia biggest 
energy retailers.

FCAWA split the utility providers into two tiers. The first-tier 
accounts for most energy retailers in WA 

• Synergy

• Horizon 

• Alinta

• Kleenheat

Second tier providers only have a very small market share and 
therefore one question relates to this tier. – 

• Rio Tinto

• AGL

• Simple Energy

• BHP

• Origin 
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Overall Performance 
Which retailer do you think is best in terms of overall performance in 
their hardship practices?
From the 1st tier providers, overwhelmingly Alinta Energy came out with the 
highest number of votes with over half of the total votes for best practice. With 
this gas provider also sharing the market in metropolitan Perth this also makes 
the result more outstanding.

Horizon Power came in second with 22% of the votes. 

This question gave financial counsellors the opportunity to give positive 
examples of the energy retailers and what they were achieving in their policies 
and hardship practises.  

Some quotes for 
the best performer 
“Alinta, I have never had a request 
that wasn’t met”.

“Alinta - they will only accept what a 
client can afford, their staff are well 
trained, knowledgeable and friendly”.

“Alinta hardship team are the best 
as they require a customer to pay 
what they can afford not their 
usage”.

“Alinta gas policies are in tune with 
the public and financial hardship”.

“Alinta they listen more and have an 
understanding of genuine financial 
hardship”.

Best Performer in Hardship Policies

Alinta     Kleenheat     Synergy     Horizon

Number of Years in Financial Counselling

27%26%

26%21%

8%

14%

22%

56%

less than 3 years      3 to 6 years      6 to 9 years      9 years or more
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Kleenheat - they are very open to listening to each 
individual case and offer practical solutions where possible. 
I am yet to have a client make an appointment with me 
because Kleenheat would not accept a payment request 
directly from a client.

Alinta due to smooth billing

Horizon Power, as their staff have empathy and care 
about their customers. They adhere to best practice whilst 
listening to the issues of individual clients and make 
assessments and assistance on case by case.

Alinta as they are very good at working out flexible realistic 
solutions for their customers. I am less familiar with 
Kleenheat as I don’t see them very much.

Synergy

Alinta

Synergy are Ok depends who you get on the phone. I have 
had wonderful helpful people on the phone and then I have 
had extremely rude and not understanding people.

Alinta- willing to work with the financial counsellor to keep 
the client connected. Also, will offer a lesser amount to fit in 
with client’s budget. Staff do make it easy to deal with them 
and the client.

Synergy & Alinta - very prompt direct service, but need more 
options for those in severe debts

Alinta are better than the other retailers in their financial 
hardship practices. In my experience in dealing with them, 
they are willing to listen and to work with the financial 
counsellors to assist the clients.

Alinta. Staff are most understanding

Alinta - they just seem more understanding and ready to 
offer HUGS.

Synergy they at least try to get clients reconnected

Alinta. There is bill smoothing and they offer client 
repayment plan that they can honour.

Alinta- often let the customer pay what they can afford. 
giving them a chance to cut their usage or keep a roof over 
their head.

Kleenheat, easy to talk too and helpful

Alinta by a long way

Alinta (best) and Kleenheat - quick answering time, really 
friendly, pleasant and helpful team, take on board what the 
FC tells them, makes the process plain sailing, customers 
really pleased.

Kleenheat and Alinta as they seem much more willing to 
assist.

Alinta energy very consistence and provides the Alinta Care 
assist program to client in financial hardship

Alinta have been more willing to accept short term minimal 
payment plans to suit client’s ability to repay.

Alinta Hardship Team as they require customer to pay what 
they can afford not their usage

Alinta - I see less clients with Alinta issues so you could 
safely assume that they are working with the clients better

Alinta - They will allow a client to enter a hardship 
arrangement that is affordable for the client

Alinta - their hardship program does not require the client 
to contact Alinta with each new account this stops the 
problems of broken arrangements - Alinta contact he client 
to discuss usage.

Horizon HUGS Paul he is so understanding he needs to train 
all staff he is on the ball and helps as much as he can

Alinta Gas policies are more in tune with the publics 
financial hardship situation

Alinta Energy - they seem to listen more and have an 
understanding of genuine financial hardship

Synergy - easy to get onto, good outcomes and firm with 
clients who don’t want to pay their bills

Paul Beattie and Simon Ha from Horizon Power have been 
great. They are willing to trust me and accepting of the 
difficulties my indigenous clients are facing and try their 
best to help.

Comments on answering about who is 
the best performer in hardship policies
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Financial Counsellors experience and location
To get an idea of the depth of experience in financial counselling in WA, 
we asked; how long those participating in the study had been in financial 
counselling, along with the area of WA in which those financial counsellors are 
located.

Less than 3 years – 27.40%

3 – 6 years - 26.03%

6- 9 years - 20.55%

9 years or more – 26.03%

This equates to an even spread of experience in financial counselling. 
Regarding location, financial counsellors from the metropolitan area made up 
over 50% of respondents with an exact number of 52.86% With the remaining 
half of respondents with 31.43 % from regional WA and 15.71% respondents 
located in remote WA classed as being above the 26th parallel.

Best Performer in Hardship Policies

Alinta     Kleenheat     Synergy     Horizon

Number of Years in Financial Counselling

27%26%

26%21%

8%

14%

22%

56%

less than 3 years      3 to 6 years      6 to 9 years      9 years or more
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Casework

2.1 Financial Counsellors 
Casework.
Financial counsellors have been reporting the increased workload 
regarding energy issues.  This is due in some part to the lack of 
early intervention or lack of proactive assistance from the retailer, 
meaning that financial counsellors are often required to resolve 
matters that could be resolved between the energy provider and 
the customer.  As a result, energy issues continue to demand a 
substantial proportion of a financial counsellor’s time. 

The results below, although not conclusive, show the significant 
amount of the financial counsellor’s time in energy issues. 

We asked what percentage of a financial casework involved an 
energy issue.

The percentage of my casework that involves an energy issue is:

The most common answer was between 50% - 80% of a financial 
counsellors’ casework being spent on energy issues. 

2.2 My casework in relation 
to energy retailers 

Following on, from the amount of time spent on energy issues; 66% 
of counsellors state that their energy casework has increased over 
the last 12 months. Significantly is the 44% who state that their 
work on energy issues has increased a lot, with very minor numbers 
of 2- 4% stating any decrease in energy casework. 

That is a significant amount of extra work, and referrals for energy 
issues in a financial counsellors’ time. Financial counsellors deal 
with many issues on a client’s behalf, whether it is debts issues, 
bankruptcy, tenancy, home or car repossession, dealing with unpaid 
fines etc energy issues are a small part of the financial counsellors 
work but appear to be taking up a vast majority of the time.Energy Issues Workload

up to 20%      21-50%      50-80%     over 80%

8%

14%

22%

56%
16%

11%

33%

40%

increased a lot
increased a little
stayed the same
decreased a little
decreased a lot
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14%

22%

56%44%

3%4%

22%

27%
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very good      Good      Acceptable     Poor     Very Poor

very good      Good      Acceptable     Poor     Very Poor

increased a lot
increased a little
stayed the same
decreased a little
decreased a lot

0.00%

0.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

10.00%

10.00%

20.00%

20.00%

30.00%

30.00%

40.00%

40.00%

50.00%

50.00%

60.00%

60.00% 70.00% 80.00% 90.00%100.00%

Payment Plans Rated

20.00%

13.51%

13.51%

11.54%

10.42%

25.00%

32.43%

34.62%

29.17%

25.00%

47.50%

37.84%

33.33%

50.00%

5.00%

2.00%

2.00%

3.85%

4.17%

0.00%

Some comments about 
accessibility. 
Wait times to access the Synergy Hardship 
team have been longer... sometimes over 
30 minutes

Horizon Power have excellent staff in 
their Financial Hardship Department. 
They are very receptive to financial 
hardship issues and requests from the 
Financial Counsellor. Horizon Power-
Credit Department- clients advises that 
this department is less inclined to treat 
clients on an individual basis; that is when 
the Credit Dept is requesting/demanding 
payment arrangements of an amount 
within their formulae of how much is 
required to pay, they insist that payments of 
no less is acceptable from the customer or 
disconnection enforcement may proceed. 
From information supplied by clients there 
is no assessment of capability by the Credit 
Dept nor are they receptive to issues of 
hardship relating to the customer. It is not 
until the customer is given the opportunity 
of accessing the Financial Hardship 
Department that flexibility is given to the 
client who is in financial stress.

It is taking a lot longer to get through to the 
hardship team at Synergy.

We work closely with the Horizon Power’s 
hardship team. Clients are usually attended 
to on the same day.

Communication

3.1  Rate the accessibility to you as a 
financial counsellor of each retailer’s 
hardship team

Hardship teams are the gateway for access to more substantial support than what 
is available through customer service teams. The accessibility of hardship teams is 
therefore a crucial part for a client in hardship. On a positive note, ‘acceptable’ was 
the highest score with ‘good’ and ‘very good’ also scoring well. Comments on the 
accessibility were mixed, with Horizon power receiving the most positive comments.

Accessibility to retailers hardship team
Energy provider Very poor Poor Acceptable Good Very Good

Synergy 7.02% 15.79% 26.32% 35.09% 15.79%

Horizon Power 3.33% 16.67% 30.00% 20.00% 30.00%

Kleenheat 4.55% 11.36% 47.73% 22.73% 13.64%

Alinta gas 4.08% 4.08% 24.49% 36.73% 32.65%
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3.2 Rate each retailer on the quality of their 
communication with you e.g. returning 
calls, timely responses to requests

Financial counsellors were asked to rate the retailer on how well they communicated 
with financial counsellors. The results on this question are very positive, with ‘good’ 
and ‘very good’ communication very much outweighing the poor communication 
percentages. This is an encouraging result, with ‘good’ and ‘very good’ being the major 
responses. Comments however were not always as positive, and some comments 
mentioned the proactive work some financial counsellors had to do to get information to 
resolve issues.

Quality of communication 
Energy Retailer Very poor Poor Good Very good 

Synergy 10.71% 10.71% 26.79% 16.07%

Horizon Power 9.68% 6.45% 19.35% 22.58%

Kleenheat 4.76% 4.76% 33.33% 14.29%

Alinta Gas 4.35% 0.00% 39.13% 23.91%

3.3  Rate each retailer on the quality of their 
 communication with clients e.g.  
 returning calls, timely responses to  
 requests
Financial counsellors were asked to rate communications directly with clients. This 
however showed vast differences to communication with financial counsellors. 

Unfortunately, Synergy received over 45% of scores in the ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’ scores. 
Comments also were not a good reflection on Synergy’s treatment and communication 
with clients.

Kleenheat and Horizon scored better both having a higher ‘acceptable’ score with lower 
‘poor’ and ‘very poor’ scores. 

Alinta scored the highest in the ‘good’ and ‘very good’ scores. 

Comments on this question concerned a retailer’s failure to accommodate the needs of 
some clients, especially those who are vulnerable. Comments also focused on internal 
policies that are unmoveable and block access to some clients’ needs.

 
Synergy is very hard to contact when you 
need to give them a privacy authority. They 
will not accept an email or a fax. And once 
a letter was mailed to them, they took 
another week to find were it was on their 
system. This does not help when trying to 
deal with clients with learning disabilities 
and deafness.

The Financial Hardship Dept of Horizon 
Power are very good at returning emails, 
usually within minutes of an email. If 
a telephone message is left, calls are 
returned promptly, dependant on whether 
they are at lunch etc. POOR The Horizon 
Enquiries requests by email for up to 
date accounts etc has slipped quite a bit, 
whereas I used to get answers within 24 
hours, now it is several days

Alinta always try to help and have a great 
hardship policy.

Synergy treat clients with judgemental 
insinuations. They apply a poorly designed 
policy that punished people for having 
financial difficulty.

I have no complaints regarding the quality 
of communication from Horizon Power

People are pushed into making 
arrangements to stay connected to Synergy 
which are unfair and unmanageable. A 
single person on NSA paying private rent 
cannot enter a high payment plan without 
it affecting their capacity to purchase 
a very restricted amount of groceries. 
Synergy ask “will you be able to meet 
your day to day living expenses with this 
arrangement” and people say “well, no” so 
Synergy don’t enter them into a plan which 
places them at risk. So word is out to just 
agree to it.

Some workers for Synergy are very good 
at picking up a client’s level of disability 
on the phone; They have taken time 
and spoken slowly to assist the client to 
understand their questions, and to bring a 
good outcome to the client.
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3.3  Rate each retailer on the quality of their 
 communication with clients e.g.  
 returning calls, timely responses to  
 requests (cont)
•Communication with clients

Energy 
Retailer 

Very  
Poor

Poor Acceptable Good Very  
Good

Not 
Sure 

Synergy 25.86% 20.69% 17.24% 22.41% 12.07% 1.72%

Horizon Power 9.09% 3.03% 42.42% 21.21% 12.12% 15.15%

Kleenheat 6.52% 13.04% 39.13% 26.09% 6.52% 8.70%

Alinta gas 5.88% 3.92% 31.37% 27.45% 25.49% 5.88%

• Smooth billing with Alinta clients works 
well. 

• Synergy’s request for clients to call with 
each new bill is not working. Synergy 
staff are not flexible with clients allowing 
them to renegotiate new plans. Instead 
they insist on referring the client back to 
see and FC - this is unnecessary and a 
waist of the clients and the FC’s time.

• We often get clients presenting to us 
very distressed after speaking to a 
Synergy Contact Centre staff member. 
We encourage these clients to make a 
complaint to the Ombudsman.

• We often get more details of a client’s 
contacts with horizon from case notes 
regards previous contacts then from 
my client. Clients sometimes are not 
forthcoming with contacts they have 
made so Horizon notes alert me to 
previous contacts and account history

• Clients typically advise communication 
with Synergy as very poor to poor. They 
report feeling bullied and not listened 
to with no empathy or concern for their 
circumstances 
at all.

• I have no complaints regarding the 
quality of communication from Horizon 
Power

• Unfortunately, Synergy’s request for 
clients to call with each new bill is not 
working. Synergy staff are not flexible 
with clients allowing them to renegotiate 
new plans. Instead they insist on 
referring the client back to see and FC 
- this is unnecessary and a waist of the 
clients and the FC’s time.

• Just depends who you get on the phone, 
some experiences are excellent others  
very poor.
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Attitude 
and Process

4.1  What is the attitude of the hardship 
staff to you as a financial counsellor? 
Rate each retailer in terms of their 
willingness to accept your authority and 
the level of the trust between you and the 
hardship team.

Results to this question regarding the attitude of retailer’s hardship staff to financial 
counsellors is mainly very positive, with each retailer receiving ‘acceptable’, ‘good’ and ‘very 
good’ scores. 

Unfortunately comments for Synergy were not positive with most criticism about Synergy 
policies and often little rapport.  

Attitude of hardship staff to financial counsellors 

Energy Retailer Very  
Poor Poor Acceptable Good Very  

Good

Synergy 8.00% 20.00% 18.00% 34.00% 20.00%

Horizon Power 3.70% 11.11% 22.22% 37.04% 25.93%

Kleenheat 7.69% 17.95% 25.64% 28.21% 20.51%

Alinta gas 2.38% 7.14% 23.81% 30.95% 35.71%

The issue is not accepting authority 
or trust. The issue is nonsensical or 
unreasonable policies which bind hardship 
staff at Synergy

There are issues with Synergy referring to 
the National Debt Helpline but when we 
call to assist the client, no authority has 
been placed. This wastes our time as we 
often wait on hold for 10 to 20 minutes 
then have to wait on hold again while 
Synergy contact the client. Clients with 
disconnected power often don’t answer 
their phone as they have no way to charge 
them, so we are left with no authority and 
sometimes have to wait until the next day 
to assist the client because we are unable 
to contact them. This means another day 
and night without power for them....

Some issues with a proper understanding 
of real hardship and their organisation’s 
policy or code of conduct with regard to 
exceptional circumstances.

There is very little rapport with Synergy 
staff, their responses are rote and follow 
suggested guidelines surrounding their 
policies. Typically, it sounds as though they 
are reading scripts.

Synergy insists on asking in detail what 
the reasons for hardship are. Often due to 
the client’s mental health this can be very 
invasive.

Excellent attitude from Financial Hardship/
Horizon Power - 

Depending who you get at Synergy...it can 
be very poor and not helpful.

Synergy are good at identifying hardship 
in my experience and offering temporary 
flexible payment arrangements - but 
when I have an unusual situation, it can 
be extremely difficult to get a long-term 
arrangement, or any arrangement beyond 
12 months. Perhaps the most frustrating 
thing is that Synergy do not bill smooth as 
standard the way Alinta do. Many clients 
simply cannot manage a 2-monthly big 
bill and need something like a fortnightly 
‘usage plus’ that they can ‘set and forget’, 
particularly people on Centrelink. Synergy 
may not think it’s asking too much for a 
client to call every two months to fold a 
new bill into a prior arrangement but it 
evidently is for some of them - and our 
service gets clogged with people who 
broke arrangements for lack of calling, or 
because they paid a day late a couple of 
times but normally are pretty good at their 
payments, etc
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4.2  Rate the hardship team on proactively 
offering clients assistance e.g. flexible 
payment, hardship identification, 
assistance with debt

In this question financial counsellors were asked to rate the retailers on proactively 
offering assistance to clients. 

Alinta Energy rated highly in this section with over 84% of responses being ‘acceptable’ 
and above. Kleenheat and Horizon Power also scored well on this question with 66% 
and 71% respectively on their proactive assistance being ‘acceptable’, ‘good’ and 
‘very good’. 

This is a good indication on the work these organisations are doing in working with and 
offering positive outcomes for clients. Synergy clearly have some work to do in this area 
with comments focussing on a lack of understanding on clients in hardship and the 
inability to be flexible based on hard-line policies.   

Proactively offering assistance to clients 
Energy 
Retailer 

Very  
Poor

Poor Acceptable Good Very  
Good

Not 
Sure 

Synergy 26.92% 25.00% 17.31% 11.54% 17.31% 1.92%

Horizon Power 3.57% 14.29% 25.00% 28.57% 17.86% 10.71%

Kleenheat 7.14% 16.67% 33.33% 26.19% 7.14% 9.52%

Alinta gas 2.22% 4.44% 31.11% 35.56% 17.78% 8.89%

Synergy’s ‘hardship’ programs set people 
up to fail. People on pensions can’t afford 
Keeping Connected plans, it is very difficult 
for people to pay down transferred debts 
or get on top of big bills when they have 
already done everything they can do to 
reduce their usage. Alternatively, payment 
plans only address one bill at a time and 
are hard to maintain which makes it harder 
for people to access HUGS.

One staff member in the credit department- 
Synergy ...requires training in relation 
when speaking to clients / FC. There’s 
no compassionate towards the client 
experiencing financial hardship

• Synergy seems to focus on the best way 
to get the most money out of clients in 
the present billing period i.e. threaten 
disconnection and demand lump sum 
payments instead of working with them 
over the long term. Clients are taking 
out Centrelink and Cash Converter 
loans to avoid disconnection or get 
reconnected because they are often not 
able to access HUGS. This only makes it 
harder for them to stick to their Keeping 
Connected or Payment Plans going 
forward

• Horizon Power / Financial Hardship team 
has an excellent understanding and 
empathy to clients in financial hardship 
both long and short

• Not sure if any call staff have been on 
unemployment but they do try to help 
within the limits of their guideline. Have 
on occasion been escalated to the Senior 
service officer as they know he has more 
flexible limits to offer plans This indicates 
that the call centre staff do care about 
clients in hardship 

• Synergy’s requirement of a telephone 
calls each time a new bill is issued to 
remain on a pathway to HUGS does 
not allow for financial concerns to be 
heard. The requirement to see a financial 
counsellor when an arrangement 
is broken to renegotiate a payment 
arrangement is Synergy not working with 
a client but passing on work to financial 
counsellors.

 Synergy should abide by the Code of 
Conduct and align its policies to the ERA 
regulations rather than using financial 
counsellors as debt collectors.
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4.3  Rate each retailer on their understanding 
of the impact of long-term financial 
hardship on clients.

We asked financial counsellors to rate the retailers on their understanding of long-term 
hardship and the impact this has on clients. For all retailers there is obvious room 
for improvement with most reaching an acceptable level. Financial hardship training 
cannot be underestimated for those speaking to clients at the coal face and for those in 
management who have the power to change policies to meet client needs.  

Understanding of long-term hardship
Energy 
Retailer 

Very  
Poor

Poor Acceptable Good Very  
Good

Not 
Sure 

Synergy 26.92% 38.46% 13.46% 11.54% 9.62% 1.92%

Horizon Power 10.34% 20.69% 31.03% 13.79% 13.79% 10.34%

Kleenheat 11.90% 28.57% 26.19% 21.43% 2.38% 9.52%

Alinta gas 2.22% 13.33% 13.33% 24.44% 15.56% 11.11%

4.4  Rate each retailer on the extent to which 
they respond to a client’s individual 
circumstances and needs including 
language difficulties, family violence, 
unemployment, mental or physical health 
issues.

Energy 
Retailer 

Very  
Poor

Poor Acceptable Good Very  
Good

Not 
Sure 

Synergy 26.92% 32.69% 15.38% 13.46% 5.77% 5.77%

Horizon Power 6.45% 25.81% 19.35% 22.58% 9.68% 16.13%

Kleenheat 2.44% 34.15% 24.39% 19.51% 7.32% 12.20

Alinta gas 2.22% 17.78% 24.44% 31.11% 15.56% 8.89%

There is obvious room for improvement in this question. Three of the major retailers show 
a need for improvement. This could be as stated that it could be based on the variability 
and inconsistency in retailer practices.  We can see the variability of responses by 
financial counsellors highlighting the disparity depending on “who you get “.  A ‘one size 
fits all’ scenario appears to be mentioned in some of the comments received. 

In comments financial counsellors said that retailer Synergy typically fail to take 
individual circumstances into account.  Echoing earlier questions about the responses 
to financial counsellors are opposed to those to clients. 

FCAWA have advocated in regards to training about hardship to all retailers, as it is 
also recommended in the ERA guidelines. Staff need to be kept up to date and have 
knowledge about someones circumstances when they are experiencing hardship and 
other vulnerabilities, such as domestic violence, ill health etc.  

The comments reflect this. 

I don’t believe any of the retailers 
understand the impact of long - term 
hardship at any level. The only way to shift 
this is if they agreed to have training from 
the CEO to the grass roots by financial 
counsellors.
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Comments

• Some issues when client is unable to speak properly on the 
phone because of speech problems due to brain injury. Have 
to email authorities and it takes about 2 weeks to get through 
Synergy system

 • Credit Team makes it hard for clients to understand them when 
they wish not to understand the client with English has a third 
language. To many people to go through and explain oneself 
over and over again every time you call

• They do show compassion and empathy but are unable to do 
much. Extensions are strictly adhered to. HUGS continue to 
be a problem. We feel strongly that regular payments should 
be considered in the HUGS evaluation whether or not the 
client has called in with each new bill to add it to the payment 
arrangement. Clients mostly do not remember they need to call 
up or else they have too much else of importance going on in 
their lives.

• I don’t think that they really understand exactly how little 
the Newstart allowance is, and how no one can survive on it 
without proactive assistance from the community as a whole.

• Single parent in a DV relationship situation refused Hardship 
because she did not meet defined situational guidelines. Client 
not able to meet repayment plan without some difficulty is 
denied hardship and service disconnected.

• In my experience, Synergy do not respond to individual 
circumstances at all they follow their policy in every 
instance. As mentioned previously, Synergy did not respond 
appropriately when discussing a client’s inability to make 
phone calls due to mental health concerns. They have very 
little understanding of clients who fall under Centrelink’s 
income management and did not make allowances for a client 
in regard to a disconnection

• There seems to be very little flexibility with Synergy. Particularly 
when clients are finding it hard keeping up with the agreed 
payment plan. The two strikes rule is insensitive to client’s 
needs. It often means clients have to return for a follow up app 
with a Financial Counsellor, these sessions are time consuming 
and an unnecessary expense to the client for transport to and 
from etc.

• This enters the question of utilities and affordability. The 
circumstances may be very valid, but the issue is if the 
consumer cannot pay, they can’t just have a significant debt 
rising. User must pay but families can be forced to make the 
choice of electricity or gas – or gas or food

• Horizon Power are very good at assisting client HOWEVER 
Horizon Power do not have a Family/Domestic Violence policy/
procedure in place

• It seems talking about mental health is not something the 
retailer understand, or it is ignored. They say we do sympathies 
with your client; however, nothing ever will change, and it will 
be the same as anyone else.

• Synergy: Why have a keeping connected program if client is not 
able to repay the amount you are requesting. It should be a 
case by case situation.

• Synergy have no DV/FV policy. A debt is not waived if the 
person has fled the property due to DV or has been subject 
to DV and financial control. We can have banks waiving debts 
based on this information for one client, and the largest debt 
the client ends up having to try and manage when they are 
trying to start fresh is a huge Synergy bill. There is also no extra 
consideration or policy for MH or other health issues unless 
critically ill with live saving equipment at the house.

 



16

4.5 Over the last 12 months, have clients 
with the capacity to self-advocate been 
given the opportunity to negotiate 
arrangements directly with the hardship 
team?

Self-empowerment is an important feature of financial counselling as clients are 
encouraged to self-advocate when appropriate. This is difficult when an energy retailer 
refers to financial counselling instead of giving clients that opportunity. When clients 
have self-advocated it is often noted that outcomes are not as good as with the 
financial counsellor intervention. Reponses are worrying as clients should be given the 
opportunity to self-advocate at every possible process.  FCAWA encourage Synergy to 
develop new practises instead of reverting back to financial counselling and work with 
clients in a positive way to encourage self-empowerment. 

FCAWA applaud retailers where clients do have the opportunity to self-advocate 
and only refer to a financial counsellor should a client not be able to advocate for 
themselves. 

Energy 
retailer

NO- RETAILER 
REQUIRES 
FINANCIAL 
COUNSELLING 
APPOINTMENT 
BEFORE 
PROVIDING 
HELP

NO- RETAILER 
REQUESTS 
FINANCIAL 
COUNSELLING 
APPOINTMENT 
BEFORE 
PROVIDING 
HELP

YES- 
CUSTOMER 
HAS THE 
OPPORTUNITY 
TO SELF 
ADVOCATE

YES- SELF 
Advocacy IS 
ENCOURAGED 
AND 
FACILITATED

Not Sure

Synergy 51.92% 28.85% 17.31% 3.85% 3.85%

Horizon Power 7.89% 7.89% 42.11% 7.89% 42.11%

Kleenheat 13.95% 11.63% 53.49% 6.98% 16.28%

Alinta Gas 8.89% 13.33% 55.56% 11.11% 13.33%

• Synergy do provide opportunity to self-
advocate - but only twice. Once the client 
breaks an arrangement twice, they force 
FC involvement before they will agree to 
anything else.

• We often get clients in who have 
contacted Horizon and have not been 
able to meet the upfront payments 
requested for reconnection and are then 
referred to a FC to complete an income 
and expenditure statement. This implies 
that the call staff are aware of the 
assistance FC can provide.

• A few clients have broken their payment 
arrangements with Synergy; sometimes 
it is beneficial for these client’s to be 
referred to a financial counsellor, other 
times the client does have the ability to 
negotiate for themselves and sometimes 
over a small amount of money; i.e. $250

• Have ticked 3 things relating to Synergy 
because: if consumer has 2 or 3 broken 
previous arrangements, then their policy 
dictates the consumer MUST see an FC 
to be able to set up another arrangement 
(and this can be for many consumers 
who are quite capable of doing this 
themselves). Often, we are telling Synergy 
exactly the same as the consumer has - 
so time wasting for FCs and we shouldn’t 
be doing Synergy’s work for them. Often 
clients report that they haven’t been able 
to/weren’t referred onto (despite some 
requesting it) Customer Support; they’ve 
just had to deal with Call Centre staff 
who appear to be instructed to just get 
payment arrangements in place that suit 
the retailer more than the customer.

• Referral from Synergy are ridiculous, my 
lowest bill for referral was $ 153.00

• Synergy: Clients have been in an 
arrangement and missed 1 payment due 
to other issues. Client tried to sort the 
matter out by offering more to cover the 
missed payment only to be told to see a 
F/C

• I had a client in this week whose bill was 
$600. She wanted a small payment plan 
and was told no, she had to pay $100 
pfn. Client came into me - very organised, 
good budgeting skills. I rang through to 
Synergy and she was allowed $30 pfn. 
Just makes no sense. She had to drive 
50 kms to see me, with a baby and 
toddler just for me to ring Synergy and 
arrange this.
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4.6  Rate payment plans offered by retailers 
to clients assessed as being in financial 
hardship.

This question received higher acceptable responses than previous questions. However, 
the distribution of responses also shows ‘poo’r as being the second highest response 
in three of the retailers. Alinta Gas once again scoring highly with ‘good’ and ‘very good’ 
responses with over 92% of responses being ‘acceptable’, ‘good’ or ‘very good’. 

Comments focus on the payment plans being unrealistic and fitting what the retailer 
wants paid rather than what a client can afford. How clients in hardship are spoken to 
appear to be a theme in the comments.  Clients in hardship when trying to negotiate 
often feel powerless and overwhelmed by the situation. Many clients feel they have to 
accept payment plans otherwise they will be disconnected. Some feel the threat of 
disconnection was used to pressure clients into agreeing.

very good      Good      Acceptable     Poor     Very Poor

very good      Good      Acceptable     Poor     Very Poor

increased a lot
increased a little
stayed the same
decreased a little
decreased a lot

0.00%

0.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

10.00%

10.00%

20.00%

20.00%

30.00%

30.00%

40.00%

40.00%

50.00%

50.00%

60.00%

60.00% 70.00% 80.00% 90.00%100.00%

Payment Plans Rated

20.00%

13.51%

13.51%

11.54%

10.42%

25.00%

32.43%

34.62%

29.17%

25.00%

47.50%

37.84%

33.33%

50.00%

5.00%

2.00%

2.00%

3.85%

4.17%

0.00%

• When past history is taken into 
consideration initial plan can be 
unachievable however with negotiation a 
plan can usually be negotiated. Once an 
offer has been accepted by the client it 
will not be changed

• Although plans are not flexible - 
payments are decided by dividing 
total bill by 26 weeks. Sometimes a 
client cannot afford this immediately 
so a payment arrangement cannot be 
offered. They are then still at risk of 
disconnection.

 •A good payment plan for the client can 
mean that they will slip further into debt. 
More assistance is needed for those 
going through financial hardship. Perhaps 
a 50% reduction in fees and charges 
whilst people are on Government 
payments.

• Payment plans go over and beyond 
budgets for people on Centrelink or 
wages for clients depending on their 
usage it is really hard to negotiate 
payment plans in a client’s budget, 
utilities should abide by budget of the 
client not usage as it is a big impact on 
them some usage are over and beyond 
in some households when they are using 
the same appliances year to year why 
does the usage go up??

• Majority of instances, Synergy accept 
payment plans, however, when clients 
are receiving Newstart there is often not 
enough money to cover usage. Despite 
this, Synergy refuse to step away from 
their calculations based on outstanding 
amount, usage and 12-month period.

• The plans are not the issue the issue 
is how the information is delivered and 
the types of disrespectful conversations 
happening.

• Ringing the office every time someone 
is receiving a Synergy bill is not working, 
people are not always available (sick, 
children are unwell, away, in hospital, 
etc...)

• Hardship team need to be more flexible 
not just across the board with all clients, 
as clients have many different financial 
situations and this needs to appraise on 
the individual.

• Synergy Credit Department has no 
compassion.
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5.1  Rate each of the retailers on their 
application process of the Hardship 
Utility Grant Scheme (HUGS)

A high response rate of ‘not sure’, makes this a difficult question to analyse. 
However, those that did respond acceptable was the most common response. 

Comments appear to be mixed regarding their experiences with their clients. 

Energy 
Retailer 

Very  
Poor

Poor Acceptable Good Very  
Good

Not 
Sure 

Synergy 12.50% 25.00% 25.00% 12.50% 8.33% 16.67%

Horizon Power 3.13% 3.13% 18.75% 6.25% 18.75% 50.00%

Kleenheat 5.13% 20.51% 12.82% 15.38% 7.69% 38.46%

Alinta gas 4.88% 12.20% 21.95% 26.83% 9.76% 24.39%

Concessions 
and Support

• I’ve heard from co-workers that 
Kleenheat are putting HUGS applications 
through without payment arrangements 
first but that is hearsay. 

• Synergy keep to their obligations, but my 
experience has been mixed. Some have 
simply refused to put in an application 
no matter extenuating circumstances 
while others will put it in with a note and 
leave the decision to DSS, provided the 
client has maintained a payment plan for 
the required time HUGS are processed 
without question. During the period of 
the plan no more disconnection notices 
of overdue payment letters are sent out

• Only one of our clients has ever 
been referred to the HUGS team for 
assessment. Usually the hardship 
team at Synergy decide based on 
scant information. The HUGS team 
do a comprehensive assessment but 
no different from the one financial 
counsellor used to do - and the client has 
to repeat their story yet again.

• I have yet to experience a HUGS 
application process with Synergy or 
Horizon Power.

• I don’t believe that Synergy should be 
processing the HUGS applications at all, 
to be eligible, a payment plan has to be 
adhered to for 6 months after that time 
a HUGS application can be processed 
by Synergy but they expect the client to 
still be in the same hardship situation as 
the previous 6 months. I would hope that 
in 6 months the client’s situation would 
have improved. In regional areas we only 
have Synergy and Water Corporation 
that HUGS can be used for, we can no 
longer use HUGS for water as it is always 
used by Synergy when previously we 
could use it for either one or could even 
split it depending on the circumstances. 
A private company using government 
hardship money to pay their own bills just 
does not make sense.
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5.2 Rate the effectiveness of the retailers in 
providing assistance with concessions 
and other hardship supports.

Concessions can substantially improve energy affordability for those on low incomes. 
While concessions are provided by the WA state governments, they are implemented 
by energy retailers.   It is pleasing to see ‘acceptable’ was the overall performance, with 
‘good’ also getting reasonable ratings.  There is obvious room for improvement, but 
overall this is a pleasing result. 

very good      Good      Acceptable     Poor     Very Poor

not sure      always      often     sometimes     rarely      never

Assistance with Concessions

0.00% 5.00% 10.00% 15.00% 25.00%20.00% 30.00% 35.00% 40.00% 45.00%

5.00% 10.00% 15.00% 25.00%20.00% 30.00% 35.00% 40.00% 45.00% 50.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

13.51%

8.11%
8.11%

6.06%

29.73%

22.27%

18.18%
15.15%

8.33%
12.50%

8.51%

23.40%
8.51%

27.66%

20.83%
20.83%

40.45%

Support offered before disconnection

0.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

33.33%

37.50%

31.91%

35.90%

17.95%

10.26%

12.82%

43.24%

43.33%
10.00%

13.33%

13.33%
10.00%

19.15%

2.13%
10.64%

19.15%

36.17%

12.77%

13.33%

16.22%
13.51%

16.22%

10.81%

2.70%

20.51%

2.50%

• Synergy don’t always check for 
concessions but when they realise that 
concessions weren’t checked, they have 
been proactive in back-dating the client’s 
entitlements.

• Call staff ask if any concessions can be 
applied. So, they try to work proactively.

• One client received a good will payment 
of $200 due to domestic violence. No 
other assistance is offered. Keeping 
Connected is offered but very few clients 
can afford this.

• Both Kleenheat and Alinta have offered 
HUG, however, Synergy have yet to 
offer (or even discuss) concessions or 
hardship supports.

• Synergy is the only energy retailer listed 
with concessions.

• Many clients miss out on their 
concessions due to not providing their 
Centrelink/Health Care Card details, 
many clients for whatever reason don’t 
update the Utility Accounts when cards 
have expired, and new cards received. 
Although the Concession Cards have a 
date of START printed on them. Horizon 
Power will not back date the rebates, 
once the details are provided. This is very 
poor; the client should not be penalised 
from getting the rebates that they would 
have otherwise received it the account 
was updated. The concessions/rebates 
should be credited retrospectively.

• ALINTA has now got a hardship program, 
the other retailers should do the same
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6.1  Rate the retailer on their debt collection 
practices.

Energy 
Retailer 

Very  
Poor

Poor Acceptable Good Very  
Good

Not 
Sure 

Synergy 27.08% 27.08% 29.17% 2.08% 0% 14.58%

Horizon Power 7.14% 3.57% 32.14% 3.57% 0% 53.57%

Kleenheat 18.42% 15.79% 28.95% 10.53% 0% 26.32%

Alinta gas 10.00% 15.00% 35.00% 15.00% 5% 20.00%

Respondents were asked to share their rating on the debt collection practices. 
‘Acceptable’ practices scored highest overall. There were unfortunately high scores also 
for Synergy and Kleenheat, ‘poor’ and ‘very poor’ for their debt collection practises. 

Some positive comments regarding the recalling of debts back from debt collectors is a 
positive message.  FCAWA would like to see retailers not selling off debts as quickly as 
this is happening, especially where they are aware of client’s vulnerabilities. 

Client 
Outcomes

Synergy often will recall a debt from debt 
collectors if a client is in a hard place 
but generally don’t waive any debt - they 
will hang onto it for when/if the client 
reconnects. Alinta have waived debts in the 
past that had been sent to a debt collector. 
Haven’t dealt with debt collectors for the 
other two. Don’t have any sense that any 
utility provider is too hasty to send debts to 
debt collection. 

I have not had any clients contact me in 
regards to debt collection over power debts 
I am aware of people who have large debts 
with Horizon and they claim they have not 
been contacted regards the debt I expect 
if the person has left with a large debt 
they will not be able to establish another 
account.

They don’t seem to have any support 
before a disconnection notice is sent.

Closed accounts must be paid within 1 
month or go to debt collection. Customers 
are willing to pay if they are given time to 
do so.

Debts can easily get assigned or sold to 
a third-party collector difficult to request 
recall of debts
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6.2  Does the retailer contact clients and 
offer support before disconnection?

Close to half of the respondents didn’t feel able to answer this question.  Among 
the remainder, opinion is divided somewhat.  The answer often was given although a 
relatively low score, in percentage wise, the score had a higher value due to the high not 
sure answer. Alinta Energy and Kleenheat receiving the higher percentages in this. 

FCAWA would like to remind retailers about their obligations under the Financial 
Hardship Policy guidelines issued by the Economic Regulation Authority (9 August 
2019). This paper gives indications for those clients suffering hardship and some 
options that energy providers can assist clients in hardship with. 

• Synergy: Written disconnection warning 
and then notice but no other form of 
contact that I’ve seen or been told 
about. People with anxiety or who feel 
like they can’t pay tend to avoid their 
mail. Sometimes the written notices are 
enough to prompt the client to contact 
the retailer but mostly they are red and 
threatening and scary for them.

• letters of overdue accounts are sent 
out 2 weeks after due date and a 
disconnection warning letter sent 
two weeks after first letter. there is a 
disconnection date if no contact is made 
so is up to the account holder to act 
on the warnings. Either contact Horizon 
or see me for help If the client does 
not contact Horizon regards this then 
disconnection will occur by time they 
come in and see me disconnection has 
usually taken place. It is then a more 
difficult situation to resolve

• no help, clients contact Synergy and are 
told to see a financial counsellor.

• I believe customers are contacted 
but they are not offered support, only 
referred to see a Financial Counsellor.

• Often clients have advised they receive 
SMS to advise Synergy disconnection, 
however, they have not received any 
information prior to SMS.

• The client receives a disconnection 
notice, but I am unsure if they offer 
support

• They usually call the client and coerce 
them into making an unmanageable 
payment plan that they will inevitably 
default on, but they do advise them to 
then go and see a financial counsellor.

• Synergy can apply a disconnection 
warning and make contact, but they fail 
to mention the same warning can apply 
4 months later with disconnection at no 
notice. I asked how long a disconnection 
warning stays against an account and 
there is no response for this. I find this of 
great concern.

• A Disconnection Notice is sent to 
client. Listed is additional fees for late 
payments. There are no listed support 
suggestions as such, only a contact 
number for the client to ring to discuss.

• Letters are usually just received in the 
mail. If the client doesn’t receive this 
letter, then a person usually presents at 
the property and disconnects without 
warning. This practice is unacceptable.

very good      Good      Acceptable     Poor     Very Poor

not sure      always      often     sometimes     rarely      never

Assistance with Concessions

0.00% 5.00% 10.00% 15.00% 25.00%20.00% 30.00% 35.00% 40.00% 45.00%

5.00% 10.00% 15.00% 25.00%20.00% 30.00% 35.00% 40.00% 45.00% 50.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

13.51%

8.11%
8.11%

6.06%

29.73%

22.27%

18.18%
15.15%

8.33%
12.50%

8.51%

23.40%
8.51%

27.66%

20.83%
20.83%

40.45%

Support offered before disconnection

0.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

33.33%

37.50%

31.91%

35.90%

17.95%

10.26%

12.82%

43.24%

43.33%
10.00%

13.33%

13.33%
10.00%

19.15%

2.13%
10.64%

19.15%

36.17%

12.77%

13.33%

16.22%
13.51%

16.22%

10.81%

2.70%

20.51%

2.50%
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6.3  On balance, do the financial hardship 
arrangements offered by the retailer 
result in fair, reasonable and appropriate 
outcomes for clients?

After responding to questions on a range of client outcome issues we asked how often 
on balance retailers offer arrangements that resulted in fair, reasonable and appropriate 
outcomes. 

Unsurprisingly, responses indicate that inconsistent hardship practices produce variable 
outcomes for clients.  The answer sometimes produced reasonable outcomes was 
consistent.  Alinta gas and Kleenheat gained higher ‘often’ responses than the other two 
retailers. Worryingly, ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ received higher responses than we would 
have liked.  

Most of the time, yes. The only real 
exception is for people in long-term 
unemployment where they frankly can’t 
afford the expense of basic electricity full 
stop, or for people with large debts that 
cannot be cleared within 12 months.

Horizon staff do not like to disconnect 
power and try to assist if a client follows the 
payment plan all will be resolved

Clients have advised agreeing to Keeping 
Connected program to avoid disconnection 
despite knowing the payment is not 
affordable for them.

Often but not always

The clients that have appointments with 
the FC do not have reasonable payment 
arrangements, that is why they generally 
come to see the FC payment plan 
sometimes is not feasible

not sure      always      often     sometimes     rarely      never

10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00%

Hardship arrangements offered by retailers
are fair and reasonable with appropriate outcomes

0.00%

Alinta Gas

Kleen Heat

Horizon Power

Synergy

5.13%

56.41%

2.56%

2.56%

2.70%

2.70%

2.13%

2.13%

3.57%

3.57%

20.51%

35.14%

32.14%

42.55%

15.38%

16.22%

29.77%

25.53%

23.40%
6.38%

39.29%

13.51%

14.29%

7.14%
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7.1 How frequently do you refer to the Energy 
and Water Ombudsman of Western 
Australia?

Energy 
Retailer 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always

Synergy 8.33% 39.58% 37.50% 12.50% 2.08%

Horizon 
Power

42.86% 46.43% 7.14% 0.00% 3.57%

Kleenheat 48.65% 40.54% 8.11% 0.00% 2.70%

Alinta Gas 47.50% 50.00% 0.00% 000% 2.5%

When a customer, or in this question a financial counsellor on behalf of a client can’t 
resolve an issue directly with an energy retailer, the dispute can be escalated to the 
Energy and Water Ombudsman. 

Financial counsellors were asked how frequently this may happen. This question was to 
reflect on the use of the Energy and Water Ombudsman.  ‘Never’ and ‘rarely’ were the 
highest scoring with few comments for this question.  FCAWA may need to pursue if 
more training is required on the role of the EWO, or if the matter is resolved before the 
need for a complaint to be taken to a third party external dispute service. 

Referrals

Matters are rarely serious enough for 
the Ombudsman, although it has been 
discussed that Synergy’s ‘you must see 
an FC because we won’t deal with you 
anymore’ should be directed to the E&W 
Ombudsman simply to make space for 
more urgent clients facing loss of housing 
etc.

Have only contacted ombudsman once 
for a client and issue was resolved to the 
satisfaction of client.

I have not had any reason to as the 
Financial Hardship Dept of Horizon Power 
always assist.



24

8.1  Rate each retailer out of 10 in terms of 
their financial hardship practices over 
the last 12 months.

Taking ‘5’ as acceptable and ‘1’ as very poor and ‘10’ as excellent, ratings are across the 
board. 

Alinta Energy gaining the highest ratings with 90% of scoring being above ‘acceptable’ 
to ‘excellent’.  Horizon Power and Kleenheat also receiving over 70% being acceptable 
and above. 

Synergy’s rating was spread through the rating scores, however a very poor rating of 
25.53% highlights the need for improvement by Synergy in their hardship practises. 

8.2  Rate each retailer on the extent of overall 
change in their hardship practices in the 
last 12 months.

Energy 
Retailer

Big decline Small 
decline

No 
Change

Small 
improvement

Big 
improvement 

Synergy 30.43% 15.22% 32.61% 19.57% 2.17%

Horizon 
power

4.17% 12.50% 45.83% 29.17% 8.33%

Kleenheat 2.94% 8.82% 50.00% 29.41% 8.82%

Alinta Energy 2.70% 0.00% 32.43% 43.24% 21.62%

As this question covers an overall analysis for the last 12 months this question was to 
consider how energy retailers are performing compared to the last 12 months. 

For most of the retailers the same is considered for most as the highest score with ‘no 
change’. Alinta Gas has rated highly with a high score for a ‘big improvement’ both ‘big’ 
and ‘small’. 

Synergy has been given the highest score for a decline in their hardship practises over 
the 12 months. 

We urge Synergy to work with FCAWA and financial counsellors to work constructively for 
clients who are in hardship to improve hardship practises for the benefits of clients. 

Ratings

Energy retailers 1-Very 
Poor

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10-Excellent

Synergy 25.53% 10.64% 4.26% 14.89% 4.26% 14.89% 10.64% 10.64% 4.26% 0%

Horizon Power 8.33% 4.17% 4.17% 4.17% 20.83% 12.50% 16.67% 16.67% 8.33% 4.17%

Kleenheat 8.57% 5.71% 2.86% 11.43% 20.00% 14.29% 17.14% 20.00% 0% 0%

Alinta Gas 2.56% 0% 2.56% 2.56% 10.26% 7.69% 33.33% 25.64% 10.26% 5.13%

• It’s difficult to separate hardship policy 
from ‘people policy’. The primary 
frustration with Synergy is that they 
seem to be using FCs as debt collectors. 
Their hardship policy is, generally, very 
good. It’s just that their service is also 
often very expensive, people who are 
long-term unemployed or on restricted 
incomes often can’t afford to pay or pay 
to reduce their consumption via more 
efficient machines, and they only let 
someone break an arrangement a couple 
of times before forcing them to us - and 
sometimes the reason is just ‘didn’t call 
to fold in bill’ or ‘paid a day late’ and 
that’s just ridiculous. We don’t mind 
helping people who Synergy identify as 
needing help. We just think that Synergy 
need to be a little more flexible through 
the adoption of bill-smoothing and not 
breaking arrangements or refusing to 
renegotiate just because a payment is 
late every so often.

• Synergy’s decline is the past 24 - 36 
months.

• Horizon recently introduced a charge for 
paper bills when most clients in hardship 
require paper bills - also a charge for 
paying in person at the post office rather 
than via BPAY when again, the people 
who are doing this are usually already in 
financial hardship.



25

9.1  Provide an overall ranking of each of the Second Tier providers:  
AGL: Rio Tinto; Simple Energy; Origin in terms of the quality of their 
hardship practices over the past 12 months. Only provide a rating 
where you have had some interaction with the provider.

 For this question financial counsellors were only asked to respond if they have had any contact with the Second Tier retailers.  
19 financial counsellors responded. 

 None of the retailers scored well, with variations on AGL and Origin scoring slightly better.     

Second Tier 
Providers

Energy retailers 1-Very 
Poor

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10-Excellent

AGL 2 1 3 1

ORIGIN 2 1 2 1 1

Simple Energy 2 1

RIO TINTO 1 1

BHP 1 1 1
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Appendix 1 Thank you for completing this 
survey. Would you like to add any further 
comments?

Synergy needs to step up their game

I feel that Synergy should employ a financial capability worker and 
they should refer their clients directly to them rather than referring 
to Financial Counsellors

It would be interesting if the govt sells off the electricity retailer

Horizon Power MY POWER PLANS should be rolled out to all 
regional customers. Synergy should liaise with Horizon Power 
and perhaps these plans could suit or be modified to Synergy 
customers etc. These MY POWER PLANS are excellent plans both 
for the customer and provider. The MY POWER PLANS allow for 
monthly billing (no bill shock, Provider gets funds more frequently), 
same price every month (clients will know how much to budget 
for electricity), realistic affordable unit pricing. This would help the 
Energy Provider in planning for the future as well, as they would 
know more accurately how much revenue would be coming in, that 
is, they would be able to project for future infrastructure, staffing 
etc. Bring on MY POWER PLANS

it seems ludicrous for FC’s to see people for such small bills, Also 
the discrepancy in disconnections is big, clients get disconnected 
to quickly, $ 247.00 disconnected, $ 2000.00 still on. Why? 
Synergy should employ their own FC if they have such a huge need.

Yes, people need to understand that not all financial hardship 
cases are the same.

I have found that horizon powers hardship team are excellent, on 
occasion the initial contact is a little bumpy, especially with remote 
clients and verifying their identification but overall they have been 
very helpful and there have been only one or two customers that 
they could not assist.

Synergy should allow customers back on payment plans when 
they are willing and able to pay instead of referring to Financial 
Counsellors

More options for longer term repayment plans for those in 
significant debt would be appreciated (over 24 months rather than 
12 months)

The utility providers need to give special consideration to people 
experiencing Family Violence. Synergy have advised on a few 
occasions that they treat all their customers alike and do not give 
any special consideration to people experiencing Family Violence.

No issues with Horizon Power hardship team, though the Credit 
Department definitely requires attention!!!!!

Synergy needs to change their hardship guidelines and improve 
the assistance they provide clients.

So much to say, so little space :-) This survey might help get the 
message across.

The energy providers need to do more training in regard to 
financial hardship

Some issues when client is unable to speak properly on the phone 
because of speech problems due to brain injury. Have to email 
authorities and it takes about 2 weeks to get through Synergy 
system

We have heard shocking stories of Synergy customers being 
treated with a complete lack of empathy or humanity by the 
Contact Centre Staff. A single dad was told he “didn’t need 
electricity”. A woman with a brain injury was refused access to the 
hardship team, just put on hold repeatedly by Contact Centre staff 
then told by the Supervisor that she was speaking to the hardship 
department and there was nothing that could be done, call the 
National Debt Helpline. A woman who had just lost her mother to 
cancer was told it didn’t matter, her account couldn’t be put on 
hold or extended, call the National Debt Helpline. Is this a strategy 
to collect Emergency Relief funds? The emotional stress this puts 
people under it enormous - it is very difficult to access Emergency 
Relief funds; they are not always available. Customers in extreme 
circumstances should be offered a bit more empathy and flexibility.
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Appendix 1 Thank you for completing this 
survey. Would you like to add any further 
comments?

Synergy workers always rather time poor so even if you ask them 
to speak clearly/simply and slowly to some clients (when you’ve 
explained that the client may be hearing impaired, CALD client, 
mental health issue - as subtlety as you can when client with you!) 
they still rabbit on at speed. Need to hone their listening skills 
more as opposed to having to rattle off privacy policies, Keep 
Connected policy etc as quickly as they can. Think this is likely a 
management issue (e.g. times calls, calls/day). Synergy doesn’t 
appear to have any defined Family/Individual Abuse (or FDV) 
policy at all which is unacceptable in today’s society and unfair to 
their affected consumers.

I don’t think that they really understand exactly how little the 
Newstart allowance is, and how no one can survive on it without 
proactive assistance from the community as a whole.

Synergy are now requiring Proof of DV

In some cases, Synergy will not accept an affordable payment plan 
instead opting to only accept what they think the client should 
pay...rough example … The client presents with a bill of $1450 
after doing a budget it shows the client can afford $80 p/f when 
Synergy is advised of this and are not happy with the amount they 
insist on $120 p/f which the client cannot afford but this amount 
has to be accepted or a payment plan will not be put in place. 
Synergy ends the negotiations by saying “with this plan in place 
can the client meet all of her short term expenses” if you say no 
actually the extra will be coming out of the food money Synergies 
reply is well I can’t put the payment plan in place and the client 
will be disconnected. Giving neither the client nor the financial 
counsellor any choice other than to accept the payment plan. I 
have advised Synergy a number of times now that I want recorded 
on the clients file that this payment arrangement has been made 
under duress.

In many instances client’s repayment of arrears payment plans 
are beyond their financial capacity to manage or budget for other 
essentials; such as food, shelter and other debts. I have been 
advised in many instances that no Budget is completed by the 
Credit Dept of Horizon Power, that gives the clients ability to keep 
up the payments

Horizon Power-Financial Hardship Dept are very conversant with 
the rules and application of HUGS. However, the Financial Hardship 
Dept have compassion towards the customers individual position 
and often help customers beyond HUGS if that is not an option.

HUGS need to be reassessed as 180 days is far to long for clients 
in financial difficulty.

While the application process itself is ok, the restrictions and 
incapacity to comprehend exceptional circumstances is absent in 
most operators. Some are fantastic, doing what they can to work 
things in to meet the criteria.




