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Public Interest Advocacy Centre 

The Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) is an independent, non-profit law and policy organisation that identifies public interest issues and works co-operatively with other organisations to advocate for individuals and groups affected.
PIAC seeks to promote a just and democratic society by making strategic interventions on public interest issues in order to:

· expose unjust or unsafe practices, deficient laws or policies;

· promote accountable, transparent and responsive government;

· encourage, influence and inform public debate;

· promote the development of law—both statutory and common—that reflects the public interest; and

· develop community organisations to pursue the interests of the communities they represent.

Energy + Water Consumers’ Advocacy Program (EWCAP)

This Program was established at PIAC as the Utilities Consumers’ Advocacy Program in 1998 with NSW Government funding. The aim of the Program is to develop policy and advocate in the interests of low-income and other residential consumers in the NSW energy and water markets. PIAC receives policy input to the Program from a community-based reference group.

Introduction
PIAC appreciates the opportunity to provide comment on the Phase 1 Report for the Ministerial Council on Energy Smart Meter Working Group (the Report). As ‘Phase 1 does not assess the merits of a roll-out of smart meters, which will be addressed as part of Phase 2’. 
  PIAC’s comments are confined to key issues arising from the Report’s recommended functionalities.
The Report observes that consumers want to do more to manage their demand. PIAC is concerned that the functionalities recommended do more to enable businesses to manage their capacity to supply than they do to assist consumers to directly benefit from interacting with the market. 

Further, the MCE’s hasty approach to gathering information and conducting the cost-benefit analysis does not reassure PIAC that the most beneficial long-term decision for consumers will be made. At this stage, a convincing case demonstrating the benefits to consumers has not been adequately made. It is therefore unlikely without clearer demonstration of benefits to consumers that PIAC will support a mandated national rollout, independent of the recommendations of Phase 2. 

Functionalities facilitating demand-side response

A fundamental aim of the introduction of smart meters is to change the energy consumption patterns of residential households. In PIAC’s view, the core functionality proposed by the Report is unlikely to facilitate the achievement of this goal, because of its limited capacity to provide consumers with information regarding their consumption.

In-Home Displays (Functionality 17)

The Report stated that:

Overall, the in-home display (IHD) was found to be critical to consumer acceptance and understanding of the smart meter. The in-home display was identified as the function with the most benefit to consumers and having the biggest effect on their behaviour relative to the other functions presented. 

PIAC notes that despite this finding the Report rejected the inclusion of IHDs as a core functionality because the costs incurred (up to $140 per meter)
 are likely to outweigh the benefits derived (up to $2.79 per annum per meter).
 The cost-benefit analysis to be undertaken in Phase 2 will therefore be conducted without what the Report found to be the most effective tool to change consumer behaviour.

At the very least, minimum functionality should include ‘the capability to interface [in the future] with an IHD’. 

Daily Remote Reading (Functionality 9)
Daily meter readings will provide retailers with a plethora of information about a home’s energy consumption. However, this information will only be presented to consumers in the extremely limited medium of quarterly bills.

In the absence of an IHD or alternative technologies that provide real-time information to consumers about their consumption, daily remote readings cannot be classified as a functionality that augments a consumer’s energy usage information.

There are also significant privacy issues related to remote readings. In particular, concerns will arise as to the proprietary rights of the data generated. There is also the potential for breaches of the privacy rights of consumers through data transfer, for example by failing to prevent unauthorised third-party access to consumption data.
The evaluation of benefits generated from remote reading needs to take into account whether the functionality is adhering to existing privacy laws, as well as to the reforms that will emerge from the current review of privacy laws.

Import/export metering (Functionality 11)

PIAC supports technology that assists consumers to become embedded generators. It gives consumers more control over sourcing of energy supply to meet their energy needs and the opportunity to offset their electricity payments by selling power back into the grid, whilst encouraging the expansion of renewable energy. 
PIAC notes that although this functionality is recommended for inclusion there are outstanding issues with regard to feed-in tariffs, which should be addressed in Phase 2.  In particular, it is important for tariffs to be measured using total, rather than net, domestic energy production; and for tariffs to be set at a level that encourages the uptake of embedded generation. 
Functionalities improving service standards

Many of the core functionalities recommended in the Report, eg, Functionalities 10 (power factor measurement), 19 (quality of supply and other event recording) and 20 (meter loss of supply and detection), would be better classed as supply management tools—because they enable better supply delivery, particularly in times of network stress—rather than demand management tools. 

Other functionalities recommended by the Report may even jeopardise fundamental consumer protections. For instance, Functionality 13 (supply capacity control) and Functionality 14 (load management at meters through dedicated control circuit) challenge the concept of the obligation to supply to residential consumers, because they involve constraining consumer access to an essential service.
Restricting a consumer’s ability to access supply—Functionality 13—should not be portrayed as a way for low-income consumers to manage their expenditure. Constraining access to an essential service is not a benefit for consumers.

Finally, Functionality 12 (remote connect/disconnect) may bring benefits to consumers by enabling faster access to an electricity supply but the increased ability of retailers to disconnect consumers may outweigh any benefits available to consumers from this functionality.

Recommendations

With regard to the functionalities recommended in Phase 1, PIAC is in overall agreement with the Report, but recommends that:

1. The minimum functionalities should include the capability to interface with an In-Home Display.

2. In light of the exclusion of In-Home Displays from the recommended functionalities, Functionality 16 (Facilitation of customer interaction) should guarantee an alternative, low-cost method for real-time consumption information to be made available to consumers.

3. Functionalities that improve standards of service delivery should not be presented as benefiting consumers when significant non-economic costs (such as making it easier for suppliers to disconnect) are apparent.

4. The privacy implications of the information generated by smart meters should be considered in light of relevant privacy laws and the Australian Law Reform Commission’s current inquiry into the Privacy Act 1988 (Cth). 
With regard to the upcoming Phase 2 report, PIAC recommends that:

1. The effect of passing a variety of feed-in tariffs through smart meters with import/export capabilities should be investigated to determine the minimum prices and standards needed to encourage the expansion of embedded generation.

2. The cost-benefit analysis should compare the costs and benefits of a mandated national rollout with a gradual, market-driven rollout.

3. The report should analyse the relative economic benefits to suppliers and consumers of the individual functionalities included, so that the implementation costs can be apportioned according to the likely benefits if a mandated rollout occurs. 
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