A case study: SA Power Networks
Background
South Australia’s sole electricity distributor, SA Power Networks, is responsible for delivering electricity to around 830,000 customers.  Reflecting a strong customer orientation, SA Power Networks recognises the importance of providing performance updates and feedback opportunities to customers and other stakeholders. Regular initiatives include the quarterly Customer Satisfaction Survey, biannual Brand Health Survey, an active external Customer Consultative Panel and an internal Customer Service Review Group (which focuses on continuous improvement opportunities).  In recent years, SA Power Networks has developed a range of innovative online service tools, and has also established a best practice social media presence.  For major network projects, stakeholder consultation processes are embedded in the planning and implementation phases.  In the context of preparations for the 2010-15 reset, SA Power Networks engaged with key stakeholders extensively via bilateral meetings and through the release of a ‘Directions & Priorities’ consultation document well in advance of lodgement of the 2010-2015 Regulatory Proposal.

Planning for the 2016 – 2020 regulatory control period
For the 2016-2020 regulatory period, SA Power Networks aims to build on its previous consultation approaches with a more comprehensive, inclusive consumer engagement process that meets or exceeds all National Electricity Rules requirements and:
· provides relevant information to stakeholders via an open and clear communication channel;
· ensures the business is positioned to listen early to stakeholders’ views and concerns;
· drives the methodical assessment of those issues and the business’ potential to address them;
· provides prompt and clear feedback to stakeholders on conclusions reached and actions taken; 
· demonstrates an auditable evidence based process has been followed;
· aligns with best practice principles and is viewed as best practice among Australian NSPs; and
· provides a template for ongoing stakeholder engagement outside of reset periods.
Planning for the consultation program was influenced by research into overseas examples of successful consumer engagement within the utilities sector.  This research emphasised the importance of a solid basis for setting consultation topics.  In this regard, SA Power Networks was able to leverage off proprietary 2012 research that gave robust insights into sources of consumer value and opportunities for improvement.

The approach
The diagram below outlines the overall approach to the consumer engagement process (noting that other stakeholders are addressed in a more conventional program of bilateral briefings consultations).  The engagement program is divided into two key stages – ‘research’ and ‘strategy’ – with a number of consultation activities falling within each stage.
[image: ]
Key features of the program include:
· engagement of expert advisors for research and reporting services;
· development of a consultation ‘brand’ and collateral, including an online consultation channel;
· integration of consumer insights into business planning and expenditure forecasting processes; and
· jointly designing an online survey with the Essential Services Commission of South Australia (ESCOSA) to provide input to the review of the SA Service Standards Framework, as well as testing of many of the ideas that were discussed at Stage 1 consumer and stakeholder workshops.

The future For SA Power Networks this engagement process presents an opportunity to embed a stronger consumer engagement focus and framework within the business. The organisation plans to use this approach and learnings for ongoing and future consumer engagement purposes.
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