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Australian Energy Regulator  

SAPN2025@aer.gov.au  

 

9th May 2024 

Submission: AER Issues Paper Determination - SA Power 
Networks Regulatory Proposal 2025-30 

 

Dear Australian Energy Regulator, 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission to the AER’s Issue Paper regarding 
SA Power Networks’ Regulatory Proposal.  

We attended the AER issues forum in March, and understand some questions have been 
raised about the process which we designed and led for SA Power Networks – The 
People’s Panel. We understand that the AER is interested in the following questions:  

• Does SA Power Networks’ consumer engagement meet the expectations set out 
in the Handbook in delivering a consumer-centric proposal?  

• Does SA Power Networks’ proposal adequately captures the cost of living concerns 
raised by stakeholders? 

As the company engaged by SA Power Networks to design and deliver the People’s Panel, 
we will not comment on the specifics of their proposal. It is not our place to provide 
reflections on this – however we are equipped to provide the AER with an insight into 
what we did to ensure the process was ‘consumer-centric’ and we can also provide insight 
into the Panel’s reflections on how well they thought their work reflected cost of living 
concerns.  

Specifically, we understand some questions have been raised about the People’s Panel 
process, namely:  

• Was the People’s Panel adequately informed – to make the decisions they made? 
• Did the People’s Panel understand the complexity of the task, and the details and 

consequences of services & price? And: 
• Did the People’s panel consider affordability adequately?  

Our response below reflects on these questions, and in doing so addresses the broader 
questions raised by the AER in the Issues Paper.  
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Who we are  

DemocracyCo is one of Australia’s most recognised and experienced deliberative 
democracy companies. We have been in business since 2015, and have conducted some 
of the highest profile, most complex deliberative processes in Australia, and 
internationally. We have earned a reputation for tackling some of today’s toughest 
questions, by bringing industry and government into the heart of the communities that 
they serve and fostering the type of understanding and collaboration that creates 
powerful, lasting change. 

Our work is nonpartisan and impartial, with clients including local, federal and state 
government; environmental, utility and infrastructure organisations; regional 
development authorities; non-profit and NGOs; and humanitarian and philanthropic 
organisations.  

What we did – The People’s Panel 

We were engaged by SA Power Networks to design and deliver the People’s Panel process 
throughout 2022/2023 – which was the culmination of an extensive engagement program 
conducted by SA Power Networks. We understand that the People’s Panel informed the 
draft proposal that SA Power Networks have put forward to the AER 

The process brought together a diverse group of approximately 51 South Australians 
through a 5-stage deliberative process, The People’s Panel. The People’s Panel met for 7 
days.  

They considered the following questions:   

There are choices about the level of service that SA Power Networks offers, 
however all services come at a cost. Looking forward to 2025-2030 – we want to 
understand what customers consider is the best balance of service and price? 

Regulation requires SA Power Networks to consider export tariffs that reflect the 
cost of providing the service. How can the transition be phased in to maximise 
fairness and equity for all? 

The Panel members initially built their understanding of the electricity system and 
developed tools for how they would work as individuals and together. They then worked 
to develop an assessment tool, which they used to assess and prioritise the service 
recommendations from the Focussed Conversations. 

In Stage 3 they began their main deliberation experience. In the first round of 
assessment, they considered SA Power Networks role / functions and used their 
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assessment tool to determine which recommendations the group agreed should be 
included in SA Power Network’s regulatory proposal. This provided a draft set of 
recommendations.  

Stage 4 provided SA Power Networks with the opportunity to undertake costings and 
provide detailed feedback to the panel on their draft recommendations. Stakeholder 
were also given the opportunity to provide feedback.  

In Stage 5 the Panel reconvened for an intensive deliberation to finalise their priorities, 
drawing on the significant work undertaken in Stage 4. The Panel also focussed on export 
tariffs and at this point were joined by several more business representatives to decide 
when a tariff should be introduced for different consumer cohorts. 

Issue 1: Was the People’s Panel adequately informed – to make the decisions they 
made? 

Extensive information was provided to initially brief panel participants and then to 
respond to individuals needs / knowledge gaps as the process unfolded.  Information was 
carefully developed to help people navigate complexity.  Regular advice was provided 
throughout the process in a ‘live’ way to help people to consider the cost implications of 
their forming recommendations / decisions.  

An overview of the information & processes to support the Panel in understanding the 
information is as follows. The Panel had –  

• Background reading – on finances, operating models, energy systems, network 
arrangements and SA Power Networks programs,  

• A briefing pack on the Focused Conversations (provided twice) – Initially provided 
in November 2022 with all recommendations from the focused conversations and 
again provided in January 2023 updated as they completed their work 

• Access to recorded interviews of Focused Conversations participants with 
different perspectives to understand why recommendations were made. In the 
room the Panel participated in an associated reflection activity about these 
interviews. 

• Briefings from the AER, SA Power Networks Community Advisory Board and SA 
Power Networks to open (first day) 

• Presentations from stakeholders, including SACOSS & Business SA 
• Briefing on bill impacts of the recommendations from Mark Vincent, SA Power 

Networks on Day 2  



     
 

democracyCo.com.au 

• 4 hrs on Day 2 devoted to exploring the 10 Focused Conversation 
recommendations - included up to 40 people from the Focused Conversations  
providing advice tailored to individuals needs / knowledge base.  

• Expert speakers from business perspectives (representing large, medium, small 
and regional businesses)  

• Resource table – with an extensive range of resource / reading material and SA 
Power Networks staff to answer any questions 

• Permanent & trusted industry expert advisor available at all times including online 
(Basecamp) – Andrew Nance  

• Online forum (Basecamp) – to enable participants to get questions answered at 
any point in the process and to share information with each other (from their own 
research) 

• Regular updates on costing implications / price stack of recommendations from 
SA Power Networks – each weekend and sometimes each day of deliberation.   

• Feedback on the Panel’s draft recommendations from the Focused Conversation 
experts to further deepen / clarify the Panel’s recommendations 

• Specialist knowledge advisors for the last weekend – to help them with where they 
had any gaps in knowledge. 

• Fact Checker Process – where people could put up any question and SAPN would 
provide answers to that question. This was open right up until the final day of 
deliberation  

• Catch up sessions for participants that had missed a session – to ensure no one 
missed out on learnings. Attended by Expert Adviser (Andrew Nance) and also SA 
Power Networks.  

In comparison to other deliberative processes we have conducted of similar size, scale 
and complexity – the information provided in our view was clear, timely and provided in 
such a way that avoided overwhelm, and supported in clarifying issues Panel members 
raised.  

Issue 2: Did the People’s Panel understand the complexity of the task, and the 
details and consequences of services & price? 

This was a central part of the remit for the People’s Panel. All facilitation processes and 
experiences were designed and delivered to support Panel members to understand the 
breadth of services, the depth of each service, the overall picture of services and the 
impacts / consequences of increases, decreases and maintaining existing levels of 
service.  
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To assist the Panel in understanding the bill impacts of their forming recommendations 
they were provided with:  

• Focussed Conversation Briefing papers which ALL had bill impacts of varying 
service levels presented to them.  

• Updates from Mark Vincent – explaining the impacts across the focused 
conversations – This was known by the panel as the ‘price stack’ – which was 
provided to the Panel multiple times. This also enabled Panel members to see the 
price stack on various services / service levels.  

• Presentations on budget impacts and the Panel were supported in reflecting on 
the advice from the focused conversations.  

• Having developed a deep understanding of each service level, and the impacts on 
varying levels of service, on Day 4 the Panel began the process of considering the 
service areas as a package to enable them to consider the package that best 
represented the best balance of service and price.  

• This continued into Day 5 where the Panel twice looked across the 
recommendations – and into Day 6 and the final day.  

Some examples of the information the Panel received are provided in the below 
screen shots from slide deck presentations throughout the process:  

Example of Focused Conversation Information provided part way through the People’s Panel process. 
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Example of Price Stack Information provided part way through the People’s Panel process.  

 

 

Issue 3: Did the People’s panel consider affordability adequately?  

Affordability was also a central tenant of the Panel’s remit – with this being a key driver 
for the People’s Panel be convened.  

To ensure the Panel considered affordability adequately, the following design and deliver 
aspects were implemented:  

• Over recruitment of financially vulnerable participants (almost 3 times that of the 
SA population)– as there was recognition that they were more susceptible to price 
shocks.  

• Panel developed their own criteria for assessing the recommendations – 
Affordability was one “Affordable for ALL consumers”  

• Day 5 – The panel spent over 2 hrs considering the focussed conversations, to get 
a sense of the critical tensions and trade-offs  

• Day 6 – looking across the recommendations they weren’t sure about to review 
their recommendations and ensure they had considered affordability. They asked:  

o Is it worth it?  
o Does it meet our criteria? (inc. affordability)  
o Have we got the balance of service and price right?  

In addition to the above, the Panel acted as all citizens would act in this situation. When 
presented with costs that they knew they would have to pay for, they naturally asked 
themselves - do I have to spend this money? Am I prepared to pay this?  Is it worth it?  
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They did this throughout their entire time together, modelling their critical thinking skills.  

How can we be sure they were informed, understood bill impacts & considered 
affordability? 

We at democracyCo are confident that the Panel were informed, understood the impacts 
of their recommendations and had adequately considered affordability. Our facilitation 
design and delivery of the People’s Panel process was around enabling them to do just 
that.  

Our observation is strengthened by the following:  

1. Comments in the Panel’s Report re Affordability. The Panel made the following 
remarks in their report which provide sound examples:  

a. Claims and Damages rec - “some people found it unfair for everyone to 
pay this ‘mandatory insurance’ cost, particularly vulnerable 
customers” 

b. CBD reliability – “SACOSS tried to convince us that we didn’t need to 
spend this money, but we are convinced we do”  

c. Undergrounding of power lines – “costs too significant” 
d. Customer experience – recommended needing to cut costs and make 

cheaper – “Gold plating the service”  
2. We checked with a selection of Participants – 6 months later – and they confirmed 

nothing had changed. We provided a report to SA Power Networks with this 
information detailed and attach it to this submission.   

3. The participants own data / reflections in the People’s Panel Evaluation Report (see 
below for overview)  

Only the People’s Panel members themselves can 
determine and advise on whether they felt 
sufficiently well informed to be able to make their 
recommendations. The following data from the 
People’s Panel participants demonstrates that they 
were informed, understood bill impacts and that 
they had adequately considered affordability:  

• Participants felt supported (93% responded positively to the statement “In general 
I felt supported to participate in each session)  

• Participants understood the issues/ information provided to them (93% 
responded positively to the statement “In general I understood what was being 
talked about in each session”.)  
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• Participants rated the facilitation of the process highly 28 out of the 31 
respondents (90%) responded that the facilitation was good to excellent. 16 (50%) 
rated democracyCo’s facilitation as excellent. 

The participants also put in a significant amount of work to understanding the issues and 
information outside of sessions with all respondents indicating that they put in ‘out of 
hours’ work. This included 11 participants who spent more than 2 full days on out of 
session reading / work and 14 participants who spent 1-2 days. 

In summary, DemocracyCo are confident that the SA Power Networks People’s Panel 
demonstrated excellence in engagement to deliver a consumer-centric proposal. They 
adequately considered affordability and demonstrated capability to balance service with 
price.  

In addition to this, the members of the SA Power Networks People’s Panel demonstrated 
the very best of democratic citizenry – devoting their weekends, their energy and their 
expertise to considering these issues on behalf of all South Australians. Seven days of 
deliberation is an extraordinary commitment for people with busy lives.  

The People’s Panel deliberated in the spirit in which was asked of them – applying 
empathy, understanding and critique to their deliberations, often putting their own self 
serving interests on the back burner for the greater good.  

The citizens on the People’s Panel ultimately rose above self-interests and reached 
consensus on a way forward that they could all live with – to best balance service with 
price.  

  

Regards,  

 

 

Emily Jenke 
CoCEO democracyCo 

Emma Fletcher 
CoCEO democracyCo 
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• “I wouldn’t change any of the decisions I made as part of the People’s
Panel. Primarily because all of the items we went through at the start that
mattered to us, haven’t changed. Things we deemed important - value for
money, reliability, supporting people who needed it etc hasn’t changed.”

• “I 100% stick by our recommendations. I would make the same ones
today. I think we did them well. They are still current today.”

• “We took climate change and the shift to renewables into consideration -
sure there is more of a focus on this coming summer (with the shift from
LaNina to El Nino), but we were talking about that and thinking about it in
our recommendations.”

• “In Part B of the proposal - if we had the revenue building blocks available
to us back in March that would have really helped our deliberations. If we
had have seen this, it would have made our deliberations smoother and
bypassed lots of questions around budgets and costs - that we spent a lot
of time on.”

• “Even people with full time jobs are still struggling, unable to move
forwards. This is being felt really strongly - rent costs are huge, power
prices and everyday costs are just applying so much pressure on people.”

• “So many people wanted to see more welfare provided to south
Australians - but we didn’t think SAPN should take all the responsibility for
this. They should play their part - but not be responsible for everything.
So I think our recommendations are current - we had this in mind and it
was well considered.”

• “One idea which didn't get up was the Vulnerable Customer Assistance
Program (to support DV victims etc) this might have been really good to
have - but we didnt understand each of these enough (as we didnt have
time to learn everything). I feel by not knowing enough, as a group we
discarded them too quickly. I would love to see these done.”

• “I know people will be cold tonight, won't have power tonight, and I think
we thought of them during our deliberations.”

The People’s Panel remain informed, engaged and aware. In talking to 
interviewees, it was very clear that they are using the knowledge they gained 
through the People’s Panel process to help others navigate the system and that 
they continue to watch developments in the energy sector closely. Given this, we 














