
 

 
  

 

 

Mr Andrew Barr MLA 

Chief Minister 

GPO Box 1020 

Canberra ACT 2601 

Email: barr@act.gov.au 

cc. 

Ms Yvette Berry MLA 

Minister for Housing and Suburban Development 

Email: berry@act.gov.au 

Mr Shane Rattenbury MLA 

Minister for Climate Change and Sustainability 

Email: rattenbury@act.gov.au 

Dear Chief Minister, 

Recommendations for Additional Measures to Address Energy Affordability and Efficiency for Low-

Income Households in Response to COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic is impacting our community across all aspects of life and presents complex 

challenges in terms of appropriate, timely, and adequate responses. Ensuring people’s access to 

essential services will be critical to ensuring they can maintain their health and wellbeing. This 

includes ensuring that people have access to a safe, reliable, secure, and affordable supply of 

energy.  

ACT Council of Social Service (ACTCOSS), Better Renting, Care Financial Counselling Service, and 

Conservation Council ACT Region are partners in the ACT Energised Consumers Project which is co-

funded by Energy Consumers Australia and the ACT Government. We welcome the energy measures 

to assist households that have been included in the ACT Government’s Economic Survival Package so 

far, including: 

• Households already receiving the Utilities Concession will receive an additional $200 rebate 

through their electricity bill. This includes: Centrelink Pensioner Concession Card holders, 

Centrelink Low Income Health Care Card holders and Veteran’s Affairs Pensioner Concession 

Card or Gold Card holders. This will be automatically applied to the next electricity bill in 

June or July 2020.You do not need to contact your electricity supplier. 

• The government will also contribute up to $250,000 to a new fund to assist households 

severely impacted by COVID-19. Details on how the fund will operate will be determined in 

consultation with electricity retailers, who will be asked to make a co-contribution in order 

to access the fund. 

We also acknowledge existing ACT Government measures that support low-income households to 

access energy efficiency improvements through the Energy Efficiency Improvement Scheme (EEIS), 



 

the Home Energy Assessments for Low Income Households program, and Solar for Low Income 

program. 

We urge the ACT Government to develop further measures to address people’s energy needs. We 

see this as taking place over at least three phases: (1) as part of the immediate COVID-19 response; 

(2) as part of the ongoing COVID-19 response over the next 12 months or more; and (3) in the 

recovery and re-building stage post-COVID-19.  

We have identified a number of measures that aim to address: existing needs in relation to 

household energy affordability, hardship, and efficiency; household energy needs that will be 

exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic; the general need for economic stimulus projects now 

and in the recovery stage. 

We see a need for immediate action as we enter the colder months during which both energy needs 

and energy costs will be generally higher for ACT households this year, as most people stay at home, 

including those working, schooling, and studying from home. Research by Better Renting has 

estimated that the ACT has an annual cold-related mortality rate of 140 deaths, with at least 30% of 

these deaths due to low-quality, cold housing.1 These deaths are due to the cumulative impact of 

cold weather: with so many people at home now during the day, it is likely this rate will significantly 

increase. We need to ensure that people can stay healthy in their homes during the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Right now there is a need to ensure that people are able to heat their homes as effectively and 

efficiently as possible to avoid ill-health or even death this winter. With many people having either 

lost or had a significant reduction in employment and income, measures are also needed to assist 

households to avoid or manage financial stress in the short- and long-term. For many this need is 

immediate, but it will also be critical to take action now to minimise downstream impacts of winter 

energy bills that will arrive in the spring. 

We recommend to the ACT Government the measures below to support ACT households to stay 

healthy in their homes, avoid financial stress, and stimulate the economy during and following the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In many instances, these measures would benefit from partnership with and 

funding from the Australian Government. Through the ACOSS Climate and Energy Policy Network 

and the Community Coalition for Healthy and Affordable Homes, we are working with energy 

consumer advocates across Australia to urge the Australian Government to work with state and 

territory governments to implement measures such as these. 

Yours sincerely, 

 
   

Emma Campbell 
CEO, ACTCOSS 

Joel Dignam 
Executive Director, 
Better Renting 

Carmel Franklin 
CEO, Care Financial 
Counselling Service 
and the Consumer 
Law Centre of the ACT 

Helen Oakey 
Executive Director, 
Conservation Council 
ACT Region 

8 April 2020 

 
1 Better Renting, Unsafe as houses: cold-housing deaths in the ACT, Better Renting, Canberra, August 2019, 
viewed at, <https://www.betterrenting.org.au/unsafe_as_houses>.  



 

 
  

 

Recommendations for Additional Measures to Address Energy 

Affordability and Efficiency for Low-Income Households in Response 

to COVID-19 

Improve affordability for vulnerable households 

Recommendation: Broaden and align eligibility for the Utilities Concession and Energy Efficiency 

Improvement Scheme (EEIS) Priority Households  

We have welcomed the ACT Government’s announcement that households already receiving the 

Utilities Concession will receive an additional $200 rebate through their electricity bill. We 

recommend that the eligibility for the Utilities Concession should be aligned with the definition of 

EEIS Priority Households. This eligibility should be targeted at need and be expanded beyond 

Centrelink Pensioner Concession Card holders, Centrelink Low Income Health Care Card holders and 

Veteran’s Affairs Pensioner Concession Card or Gold Card holders.  

We would be keen to work with the ACT Government to ensure eligibility is better targeted to those 

in need. This could include expanding eligibility to all Health Care Card holders, recipients of Family 

Tax Benefit Part B, ACT Services Access Card holders (asylum seekers), and anyone accessing a 

retailers’ hardship program. Consideration should also be given to JobKeeper payment recipients. 

Recommendation: Continue and expand the Energy Support Voucher program 

We recommend continuing funding for this program, and expanding it to include other energy 

retailers in the ACT. Since August 2017 the ACT Government and ActewAGL have co-funded the 

Energy Support Voucher program which provides low-to-moderate income households with $100 

credit towards their energy bill. The vouchers are administered through Care Financial Counselling 

Service.  

The Energy Support Voucher program is much more than a source of financial assistance. Care’s 

strategy is to encourage customer engagement. Care makes telephone contact with each voucher 

applicant to confirm details and provide information on energy use, payment plans and hardship 

options. Support is provided to link applicants to ActewAGL’s Staying Connected Program and to 

Care’s Financial Counselling Service where appropriate.  

Improve the energy efficiency of ACT homes 
We recommend that the ACT Government consider a range of measures to improve the energy 

efficiency of homes in the ACT. Such measures would have multiple benefits, including: 

• Creating and retaining jobs 

• Reducing household energy bills 

• Reducing greenhouse gas emissions  

• Improving community health and wellbeing 



 

• Enhancing social equity.2 

In 2016, UnionsACT released a discussion paper on establishing a community-wide program to 

improve residential energy and water efficiency – that paper provides a useful starting point.3 

Ultimately, there is a need for an ACT-wide audit of energy efficiency performance to map where 

and what the need is and target programs accordingly.  

At this stage, we recommend that the ACT Government focus primarily on the following measures 

that would address the needs of low-income households, including tenants in social housing and 

private rental, and low-income homeowners. 

Low-income households 

Recommendation: No Interest Loan Program for Energy Efficiency Improvements for Low-Income 

Households 

We support the introduction of this program, currently being considered by ACT Government, with 

appropriate funding being allocated. This program will support low-income households to access no-

interest loans for solar panels, insulation, and energy efficient portable appliances. The latter will be 

important to support tenants to access energy efficient appliances. 

Recommendation: Household electrification support program 

We recommend that the ACT Government introduce a program to support low-income households 

to switch from gas to electric (e.g. gas heaters to reverse cycle air conditioning). This would reduce 

the additional costs borne by dual-fuel households, improve the energy efficiency of appliances, and 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions. As the ACT moves towards the 2045 net zero greenhouse gas 

emissions target, it will be critical to ensure low-income households are supported to transition 

away from gas as early as possible to avoid them being stranded on the network. 

Social housing  

Recommendation: Build more social housing 

We urge the ACT Government to prioritise further investment in social housing infrastructure 

beyond the current ACT Housing Strategy target. We encourage the ACT Government to do this in 

partnership with the federal government as part of measures to stimulate the economy. This would 

build on the existing program of renewal started by the Public Housing Renewal Taskforce to replace 

older, less efficient homes with newer, more energy efficient options. Investment in social housing 

would provide lasting social benefit while stimulating the economy.4  

Recommendation: Improve energy efficiency of existing social housing 

We recommend the ACT Government also expand existing work to improve the energy efficiency of 

existing social housing. This would expand Housing ACT’s programs to install split systems and 

upgrade hot water systems, and should also include installing insulation in public housing that is 

under-insulated. Any public housing that is not at least an EER 3-star standard should be the highest 

priority. 

 
2 UnionsACT, A comprehensive residential energy and water efficiency retrofit program for the ACT, A 
UnionsACT Discussion Paper, UnionsACT, Canberra, 2016, viewed at, < https://www.unionsact.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2016/01/retrofit-report-DIN-A4.pdf>.  
3 ibid. 
4 ACOSS, How to reduce homelessness and boost incomes and jobs: social housing as infrastructure, ACOSS, 
Sydney, August 2019, viewed at, < https://www.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/ACOSS-Brief-
Social-Housing-Investment-as-Infrastructure.pdf>.  



 

Private rental 

Recommendation: Fast-track work towards minimum energy performance requirements for rental 

properties 

The ACT Government has already committed to introducing minimum energy performance 

requirements for rental properties to come into force in 2022-23. We encourage the ACT 

Government to consider faster implementation of this to create economic stimulus in terms of job 

creation and property-owner investment. This should include raising lessors’ awareness of existing 

schemes that support homeowners to make energy efficiency improvements, such as through 

Actsmart. 

Recommendation: Support tenants to acquire energy efficient portable appliances  

With winter coming, we recommend that the ACT Government look immediately at measures to 

support private tenants to acquire portable energy efficient appliances to heat their homes (or 

themselves, e.g. electric blankets/throw rugs). As mentioned above, this should be included under 

the No Interest Loans Program for Energy Efficiency Improvements for Low-Income Households. 

Low-income homeowners 

Recommendation: Expand the Solar for Low-income Households program 

We recommend the expansion of the ACT Government’s Solar for Low-income Households program 

based on the current 50% subsidy model, including access to the No Interest Loans Program for 

Energy Efficiency Improvements for Low-Income Households. 

Non-Residential Energy Efficiency Measures 

Community organisations 

Recommendation: Partner with the Australian Government through the Energy Efficient Communities 

Program for community organisations 

We recommend that the ACT Government partner with the Australian Government to extend its 

small grants program for community groups to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, energy use and 

power bills. The Energy Efficient Communities Program - Community Energy Efficiency and Solar 

Grants 2020 provides community groups with grants up to $12,500 for energy efficient equipment, 

energy generation and storage systems, and energy audits. Grants for the Energy Efficient 

Communities Program opened on 2 April 2020, and are limited to a maximum of 2 projects funded 

per electorate, with the first 2 eligible projects funded. 

Contact 
We would welcome further engagement with the relevant ACT Government Ministers and agencies 

in developing measures in line with our recommendations. If you would like to discuss any matters 

raised above or arrange a time to meet with all or any of the Energised Consumers Project partners 

please contact: 

Mr Geoff Buchanan 

Senior Policy Officer, ACTCOSS  

M: 0415 082 701 

E: geoff.buchanan@actcoss.org.au  

 

https://www.business.gov.au/Grants-and-Programs/Community-Energy-Efficiency-and-Solar-Grants-2020
https://www.business.gov.au/Grants-and-Programs/Community-Energy-Efficiency-and-Solar-Grants-2020

