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[bookmark: _Toc449449823]About this consultation
On 11 March 2016, we released our draft Sustainable Payment Plans Framework (framework) for consultation.
We received 20 submissions, which have now been published on the AER website project page.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  http://www.aer.gov.au/retail-markets/retail-guidelines/aer-sustainable-payment-plans-framework] 

The submissions addressed a range of issues and we are working through our response to these, including considering where further amendments to the framework may be warranted.
To inform our finalisation of the framework, we are inviting stakeholders to provide additional feedback and comments on a number of issues:
Our proposal to publish a list of retailers that have adopted the framework on the AER website.
A transitional period before the AER publishes a list of retailers.
Commencing conversations with payment plan customers.
Submissions 
Interested parties are invited to provide written feedback regarding these amendments by 4pm on Tuesday, 3 May 2016. 
Feedback should be sent electronically to: AERinquiry@aer.gov.au 
Alternatively, written feedback can be sent to: 
Ms Sarah Proudfoot General Manager—Retail Markets Branch Australian Energy Regulator GPO Box 520 Melbourne VIC 3001 
We prefer that all feedback be publicly available to facilitate an informed and transparent consultative process. Feedback will be treated as public documents unless otherwise requested. Parties wishing to submit confidential information are requested to: 
clearly identify the information that is the subject of the confidentiality claim 
provide a non-confidential version of the submission in a form suitable for publication. 
We will place all non-confidential feedback on our website at www.aer.gov.au.
[bookmark: _Toc449449824]Issues for further comment
[bookmark: _Toc449449825]Published retailer list
In our consultation document, we sought comments on the approach of publishing a list of energy retailers who had adopted the framework.
Stakeholders had a range of views on this issue.
Consumer stakeholders overwhelmingly supported the AER publishing a list as providing useful information to customers, as well as accountability and transparency.
Retailers expressed a range of views about the list approach. Some saw benefits for customers and their representatives in knowing what to expect from a retailer, and noted that they should be free to publish the framework on their own websites. 
Conversely, some retailers did not support the list approach, or expressed reservations about it. Of these, the key concerns raised were:
Doubts about the benefits of a published list, above what would be achieved if the framework was released as general guidance with no retailer commitment.
It would pre-emptive for the AER to publish a list of retailers before it could demonstrate the framework led to improved outcomes for consumers.
In proceeding with a list, the AER would be engaged in influencing consumer perceptions of retailers, which was beyond its regulatory remit.
Retailers who didn’t adopt the framework would be disadvantaged, as negative inferences could be drawn from their absence from the list.
If it was not clear the framework only applied to residential consumers, small business-only business could be disadvantaged as customers may infer they were not adopting good practices.
We will respond to these issues in detail in our final paper. However, we consider these submissions did not raise any issues that would cause us to change our initial view about the benefits of a published list, including that it would:
be useful to customers and their representatives
provide positive recognition for retailers who adopted the framework
promote transparency and accountability
be more effective in improving standards across the sector than alternative approaches such as releasing the framework as a general guideline.
While our view is still that there are substantial benefits in having a published list of retailers, we would welcome further stakeholder feedback on this issue.

[bookmark: _Toc449449826]Implementation transition period
A number of submissions raised the issue of how much time retailers would require to amend their processes to become consistent with the framework, before we published a list of retailers who had adopted the framework.
Views on this issue ranged from three to six months being an appropriate transition window.
We agree that it is appropriate to give retailers time to make any necessary changes to their business practices and processes, after the final framework is released.
Our current intention is to publicly release the final framework by 1 July 2016.
We then intend to work towards publishing the list of retailers who have adopted the framework around late-October 2016.
This will give retailers four months to make any changes. We consider this is an adequate amount of time, particularly given that many retailers have indicated their practices are already largely consistent with the framework.
We would welcome feedback on the timeline proposed.
[bookmark: _Toc449449827]Starting with ‘What can you afford?’
A number of submissions raised concerns about the prescriptiveness of the framework's initial question ‘What can you afford?’ as the starting point for all payment plan conversations.
Some consumer submissions felt this closed down the possibility of retailers building rapport with a customer by asking questions about their particular circumstances before asking what they could afford.
Some retailers considered that it was important to frame payment plan conversations by explaining a customer’s usage and debt status, before asking them what they could afford.
Over the course of the project we have emphasised that this question is intended as a starting point, and that further questions will often need to be asked to check whether an amount is appropriate, 
However, in light of the feedback above, we are considering whether this section of the framework could be amended to allow more flexibility in how the initial conversation can take place, while still recognising that:
customers should have an opportunity to consider what they can realistically afford without feeling pressured to accept an amount suggested by a retailer
it is good practice to clarify and check what is affordable for a customer.
We would welcome stakeholder feedback on how more flexibility could be achieved in the framework's guidance on this issue, recognising the principles above. 
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