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Background 

 
In March 2016 the Minister for Communities and Social Inclusion (the Minister) entered into a 

Service Agreement with the South Australian Council of Social Service (SACOSS) to fund SACOSS to 

deliver the Consumer Advocacy and Research Fund (CARF) Program. As part of this Agreement, 

SACOSS is required to provide an annual briefing to the Minister about water pricing issues affecting 

South Australian consumers.  This briefing fulfils this output.  

 

Issue  

 

The CARF has funded a number of research projects this financial year (2016-17) led by SACOSS or 

other community sector organisations that have provided valuable insight into the experiences and 

perception of water customers in regards to water pricing, affordability, vulnerability and 

concessions. This briefing will highlight some of the key findings from these research projects, 

including: 

 

 Survey of 600 South Australian residential water customers by Mint Research commissioned 

by SACOSS (Mint Research Project)1, 

 Survey of 200 South Australian residential water consumers of minor and intermediate 

retailers (MIRs) by the South Australian Financial Counsellors Association (SAFCA Research 

Project)2, and 

 Survey of 129 South Australian residential water consumers living with a disability (or have a 

family member living with a disability) by JFA Purple Orange (JFA Research Project)3. 

 

Consumer experience of price  

The Mint Research Project found that most consumers pay a quarterly bill between $100-300. The 

largest proportion of respondents estimated that their last water bill was around $200-300 (32%), 

followed by around a quarter of respondents who estimated that their bill was between $100 and 

$200 (26%).  

 

The highest bills tended to be found in mid to high income households with 55% reporting a recent 

bill in the order of $200-400, and 19% reporting a recent bill of $400 or more, compared to lower 

income households (37% and 4%, respectively). It is important to note that income was correlated 

with household structure, such that lower income households tended to be older couples with no 

children, and sole parents with children; whereas mid-higher income households tended to be 

families with children living at home, and thus likely to have higher consumption of water. The 

lowest bills tended to be reported by regional water bill payers. This appears at least in part due to a 

stronger reliance on rainwater tanks.   

 

                                                      
1
 Mint Research, Quantitative Study of South Australian Residential Water Consumers, January 2017 [unpublished] 

2
 South Australian Financial Counsellors Association, Minor and Intermediate  Retailers Research and Advocacy Project 

Report: Water and Sewerage Suppliers in South Australia, November 2016 [unpublished] 

3
 JFA Purple Orange, Water Consumers Research Project: A consultation for the South Australian Department of 

Communities and Social Inclusion, June 2017 [unpublished] 
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Consumer perceptions of affordability 

The majority of consumers in the Mint Research Project felt that water bills, and individual charges, 

were very expensive (55%), and had increased significantly over the past five years at a rate faster 

than inflation (59%). Independent data indicates that consumer perceptions in this area are 

accurate. From March 2002 to December 2016, water costs increased in South Australia by 121%, 

which is significantly above inflation.4 On the ground, this has translated into average annual bills 

rising from approximately $350 in 2006–07 to approximately $855 per annum currently5.  

 
Consumer experience of difficulty paying bills 
The Mint Research Project found that a quarter of water bill payers surveyed had experienced 

difficulty paying their water bill (25%) and over a third of those (37%) experienced difficulty often or 

always. The SAFCA Research Project found similar levels of water customers of minor and 

intermediate retailers reporting difficulty in paying their water bills (20%). 

 

The Mint Research Project found that water bill payers from lower income houses were significantly 

more likely to report difficulty paying their water bill (29%), compared to those from mid-higher 

income households (22%). Further, of those reporting difficulty paying their bill, those with lower 

household incomes were significantly more likely to report experiencing difficulty always, often or 

sometimes (87%) compared to those with mid-higher household income (73%). 

 

The most common reason given for some households experiencing difficulty paying their water bill 

was the increasing cost of living (47%), followed by personal financial factors (35%). Those living in 

metropolitan Adelaide were significantly more likely to cite an increase in the cost of living as a 

driver of difficulty paying water bills, compared to those regionally located. Those with lower 

household income were significantly more likely to cite their personal financial situation as a key 

driver of bill paying difficulty, compared to those with mid-higher household income who more likely 

to cite the increasing cost of living.  

 

Consumer profile of vulnerability  

In recent years, energy consumer research has increasingly recognised that a person’s vulnerability 

to experiencing difficulty paying bills can extend beyond their level of income, including other, often 

interrelated risk factors such as household size, living expenses, unexpected life events and health 

and wellbeing. In fact, some research has shown that the family cohort, rather than the low income 

cohort faces the highest level of energy related financial hardship6. 

 

There is some indication from the research projects funded by CARF, as well as other research 

conducted in SA and interstate, that this broader profile of vulnerability may also apply to water. A 

water consumer research project conducted on behalf of Melbourne’s four water retailers and the 

                                                      
4
 SACOSS, Cost of Living Update, No.29, December 2016, 

https://www.sacoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/documents/Reports/170213%20Cost%20of%20Living%20Update29
_Summary_final.pdf 

5
 Residential bill based on 200kL per annum. ESCOSA, SA Water regulatory performance report 2015/16 – time series data 

available at http://www.escosa.sa.gov.au/industry/water/reporting-compliance/regulatoryperformance- reports 

6
 Simshauser and Nelson, The Energy Market Death Spiral - Rethinking Customer Hardship, June 2012, 15 at 

http://aglblog.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/No-31-Death-Spiral1.pdf 

https://www.sacoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/documents/Reports/170213%20Cost%20of%20Living%20Update29_Summary_final.pdf
https://www.sacoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/documents/Reports/170213%20Cost%20of%20Living%20Update29_Summary_final.pdf
http://www.escosa.sa.gov.au/industry/water/reporting-compliance/regulatoryperformance-%20reports
http://aglblog.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/No-31-Death-Spiral1.pdf
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Smart Water Fund7 found that it was not just low income people who experience vulnerability and 

hardship in paying their water bills. Rather the project found that: 

 

“most people are vulnerable to experiencing financial hardship, and that many factors are 

converging to increase vulnerability in the community… [They] centre around people’s 

financial commitments; especially as affected by employment, children and housing, as well 

as health and wellbeing…Those with the greatest levels of risk are renters, followed by 

mortgagees, those with children, and those without a full time employee in the household.” 

 

Based on this research a spectrum of vulnerability was developed, with the lowest risk cohort 

identified as those who were “mature, secure” while the highest risk  cohort being “vulnerable 

families”. In keeping with this view, the research noted that stakeholders were reporting an increase 

in people on “middle incomes” with a mortgage identifying as being in financial hardship.  

 

Research by SA Water shared at the SACOSS 2016 Vulnerability and Affordability Conference also 

bears out this more complex understanding of vulnerability and financial hardship. SA Water has 

found that among its customers the most vulnerable cohorts are “overstretched families” 

characterised by larger households and average incomes, as well as “struggling singles and couples” 

characterised by welfare recipients living in their own (low value) homes or renting. At the other end 

of the spectrum, the least vulnerable were the “mature & mellow”, characterised by older singles or 

couples with no kids, receiving the pension and living in their own home.  

 

In both pieces of customer research, unlike traditional understandings of financial difficulty and 

hardship, vulnerability for water consumers stemmed from the level of one’s commitments and 

expenses, more so than the level of one’s income, noting of course that those with low income AND 

other risk factors such as children, housing stress, unemployment, and health concerns are likely to 

be at most risk.  

 

The CARF research projects also provide some evidence to support these findings. The Mint 

Research Project found that while the lowest income households were the most likely to experience 

difficulty paying bills, there were a significant minority of mid-high income households who were 

also experiencing difficulty paying their bills. These mid-higher income households tended to be 

family households.  

 
The JFA Research Project found that many people living with a disability need to use more water due 

to the nature of their disability thereby resulting in higher bills. For example of the online survey 

respondents, 73% reported that they used extra water for washing, 17% for additional or longer 

bathing, and 3% for an assistance animal. Face-to-face consultation participants also reported using 

extra water for things such as pain relief and hydrotherapy.   

 

Availability and accessibility of concessions  

Some of the findings of the research projects cited above raise questions about the availability and 

accessibility of the water concession in South Australia. The water concession currently offers some 

                                                      
7 

GA Research, Supporting Vulnerable Customer Report, July 2013  
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concession card holders and recipients of various Centrelink payments 30% off their water bills with 

minimum and maximum thresholds in place8. The minimum and maximum thresholds for tenants 

are lower compared to owner occupants because “tenants are not generally liable for the supply 

charge component of water bills”. 9 However despite this rationale, since 2014 landlords have been 

able to transfer responsibility for supply charges to tenants. 

 

In the context of the expanding understanding of vulnerability of water customers outlined above, 

the current eligibility for the water concession may not capture all those that need it to avoid 

difficulty paying their bills. The current focus of the concession is on low income welfare recipients. 

While undoubtedly this captures many of those who are struggling to pay their bills for financial 

reasons, the research findings outlined above indicate that it may be excluding struggling families 

with high expenses, and other groups whose needs necessitate high water usage and bills.  

 

Further SACOSS also notes that tenants, despite now often being required to pay supply as well as 

water usage charges, are still only eligible for the lower rate of water concession.   

 

Given these findings and observations, SACOSS suggests that consideration be given to a review of 

the water concession and other complimentary measures to ensure that they are adequately 

targeting those South Australians who are most likely to face financial difficulty paying their water 

bills. 

 

Findings from the SAFCA and JFA research projects also raise some questions about the ease of 

access to the water and sewerage concession. The SAFCA Research Project found that customers of 

private MIRs are waiting long periods for their concession to be paid because unlike customers of SA 

Water and local government MIRs, they are unable to have their concession applied to their 

accounts in advance. Rather they must first pay their bill in full and then apply to the Department of 

Communities and Social Inclusion (DCSI) to receive their concession.  The JFA Research Project also 

found that some water consumers living with a disability are having difficulty completing the 

paperwork and processes required to obtain their concession.  

 

As such, SACOSS suggests that any review of the water concession should also include consideration 

of how access to the concession can be improved, particularly for private MIR customers (See 

Attachment A for recent SACOSS letter to DCSI raising this issue), tenants and consumers with a 

disability.  

 

Recommendation  
 

That the Minister note SACOSS’ 2016 annual briefing on water pricing issues affecting South 

Australian consumers, particularly research findings that indicate: 

 most SA water consumers pay a quarterly bill between $100-300, with the highest bills 

found in mid to high income households (19% reporting a bill of $400 or more a quarter), 

                                                      
8
 The minimum threshold for an owner occupier is $185 per annum and the maximum is $295, while for tenants, the 

minimum payment is $120 and the maximum is $230. 

9
 South Australian Government, Water and sewerage rate concession at https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-

support/financial-support/concessions/water-and-sewerage-rate-concession 

https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/financial-support/concessions/water-and-sewerage-rate-concession
https://www.sa.gov.au/topics/care-and-support/financial-support/concessions/water-and-sewerage-rate-concession
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 most consumers feel that water bills are very expensive and have increased significantly 

over the past five years at a rate faster than inflation, 

 between a fifth and a quarter of consumers surveyed have experienced difficulty paying 

their water bill,  

 while the lowest income households were the most likely to experience difficulty paying 

bills, there were a significant minority of mid -high income family households who were also 

experiencing difficulty paying their bills, 

 vulnerability to facing financial difficulty paying bills is broader than income, often including  

a number of other interrelated factors such as children, living expenses, sudden life events 

and health and wellbeing, and 

 concessions may not be available and easily accessible for all South Australians experiencing 

financial difficulty paying their bills.   

 

That the Minister note in light of the above findings SACOSS’ suggestion that: 

 consideration be given to a review of the water concession and other complimentary 

measures to ensure that they are adequately targeting those South Australians who are 

most likely to face financial difficulty paying their water bills, including consideration of how 

access to the concession can be improved, particularly for private MIR customers, tenants 

and consumers with a disability. 

 



27/02/2017 

 
 
 
 
Tony Harrison 
Chief Executive 
Department of Communities and Social Inclusion  
GPO Box 292 
Adelaide SA 5001 
 
 
 
 
Dear Mr Harrison 
 
RE: Water and sewerage concession for customers of private minor and intermediate retailers  
 
As you are aware the South Australian Financial Counsellors Association (SAFCA) was contracted by the 
Department of Communities and Social Inclusion (DCSI) under the Consumer Advocacy and Research Fund1 
(CARF) to undertake a survey of customers of minor and intermediate water and sewerage retailers (MIRs) 
to better understand their experiences and satisfaction with their MIRs. The main objective of the research 
is to input into the Essential Services Commission of South Australia (ESCOSA) inquiry into regulatory 
arrangements for small scale water, sewerage and energy services.  Pursuant to this objective, SAFCA and 
SACOSS are preparing submissions to the ESCOSA inquiry highlighting key issues raised that relate to the MIR 
regulatory framework.  
 
In addition, the research has also unearthed a number of policy issues that fall outside the regulatory 
framework.  I wish to bring to your attention one such issue concerning access to the water and sewerage 
concession for customers of private MIRs. As outlined in the SAFCA report (Attachment 1) customers of 
private MIRs raised concerns with the ease of access to the water and sewerage concession. In contrast to 
customers of SA Water and local government MIRs, private MIR customers are unable to have their 
concession applied to their accounts in advance. Rather they must first pay their bill in full and then apply to 
DCSI to receive their concession.  As indicated by one survey respondent: 
 

“[It] can take up to four months for the money to come through” 
 

For low income customers who may be experiencing financial hardship, these long delays are likely to be 
increasing their hardship and placing undue stress on households.  SACOSS also believes it is unfair that 
customers of private MIRs who have an entitlement to a concession, miss out on the immediate application 
of their concession to their bill, a benefit that the majority of South Australian concession holders are able to 
access. As such SACOSS supports the SAFCA recommendation that: 
 

“Private service providers be given the ability to apply the concession to the customer’s bill” 
 

                                                           
1 The purpose of the fund is to ensure that the breadth of SA water consumers specified within Section 87 (5) (a) of the Water 
Industry Act 2012, are effectively represented in water regulatory determinations, policy making and market monitoring/ 

development. 
 



I ask that you give consideration to this recommendation to ensure that all South Australian concession 
holders are given equal and timely access to their water and sewerage concession.  
 
If you have any questions relating to the above, please contact SACOSS Senior Policy Officer, Vanessa 
Musolino on (08) 8305 4231 or via email: vanessa@sacoss.org.au.  
 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
 

 
 
Ross Womersley  
Chief Executive Officer 
 

 
 


