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27 August 2012 

 

Peter Allport 

Retail Advisory Group 

c/o Electricity Authority 

2 Hunter Street 

WELLINGTON 

By email: rag@ea.govt.nz 

Dear Peter 

Insights on the medically dependent and vulnerable 
consumer guidelines 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide information to the Retail Advisory Group 

(RAG) on the upcoming project “Review of domestic contracting arrangements”, 

prior to its meeting on 30 August 2012.   

Our iOur iOur iOur interest in domestic contracting arrangementsnterest in domestic contracting arrangementsnterest in domestic contracting arrangementsnterest in domestic contracting arrangements    

As New Zealand’s largest electricity retailer,1 we have a clear interest in this 

project.   We have 54,315 customers who are currently classified as medically 

dependent or vulnerable,2 and we have made substantial progress over recent 

years to ensure our practices align with the Electricity Authority’s (“the 

Authority”) medically dependent (MDC) and vulnerable consumer (VC) 

guidelines.   

We have also made a number of improvements to ensure that our retail terms 

and conditions are consistent with the Authority’s principles and minimum terms 

and conditions for domestic contracts.  In 2011, Genesis Energy was one of 

                                                   
1 As of July 2012, we have a 26.6 percent market share.  As measured by connection numbers (ICPs) and 
includes connections served by Energy Online (a previously wholly-owned Genesis Energy subsidiary 
that was amalgamated into Genesis Energy on 1 March 2012). 

 
2 As at June 2012. 
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three retailers that were identified as having significantly improved their level of 

alignment.3   

Useful insights into Useful insights into Useful insights into Useful insights into the the the the effectiveness of MDC and VC guidelines effectiveness of MDC and VC guidelines effectiveness of MDC and VC guidelines effectiveness of MDC and VC guidelines     

As part of the project, we understand the Authority has asked the RAG to 

consider the potential to improve the operational efficiency of the arrangements 

to assist medically dependent and vulnerable consumers.   While not a member 

of the RAG, we have considerable experience with the MDC and VC guidelines 

that we are happy to share with the group.   

We detail below a number of insights that we consider will assist the RAG as it 

scopes the work for this project.  

Need for a first principles review of the MDC and VC guidelines   

We consider that it is essential that the RAG undertake a first principles review of 

MDC and VC arrangements.  It is important to clearly define the problem that the 

two guidelines are intended to address, so that the RAG can better understand if 

the current arrangements are effective. We encourage the RAG to use a similar 

process to that followed for amending the Electricity Industry Participation Code 

(“the Code”).4  

The issue is broader than just the electricity sector  

Genesis Energy is strongly of the view that the underlying problem is a public 

policy health and social services issue, and the introduction of the MDC and VC 

guidelines have transferred the cost of this health and social services issue onto 

the electricity sector and all electricity consumers.  We refer the RAG to our 

attached letter from 9 July 2012, where we discuss this issue and the cost this 

has placed on our company. 

Need to future-proof the MDC and VC guidelines   

We are concerned the MDC and VC guidelines are not sufficiently 

“future-proofed” to accommodate the full range of benefits possible from the 

introduction of advanced metering.  

One particular example of this is customer disconnections. The VC guidelines 

currently require a representative to be sent out to the property when it is to be 

                                                   
3 Domestic Electricity Retail Contracts - 2011 Alignment Review, Electricity Authority in collaboration with 
Buddle Findlay, 10 October 2011. 

 
4 As set out in the Electricity Authority’s Consultation Charter, 20 December 2010. 
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disconnected, if no contact has been made with the customer.  We consider that 

it will become increasingly common for disconnections and reconnections to be 

made remotely, as the penetration of advanced meters increases nationwide.   

However, the benefits of advanced meters may not be fully realised if the VC 

guidelines continue to require physical site visits for disconnection when no 

contact can be made with the customer.  To illustrate this point, we charge 

customers a reduced disconnection fee of approximately $105 if they have an 

advanced meter, but if a physical site visit is required, this costs us approximately 

$80.   

We consider that the VC guidelines should accommodate the full cost reduction 

benefits of advanced metering, while ensuring that the interests of vulnerable 

customers are not compromised.   

Need to consider what is in long-term interest of dual-fuel customers   

Due to the understandable focus on electricity, the VC and MDC guidelines do 

not always easily transfer across to dual-fuel customers.  For example, we note: 

• the VC and MDC guidelines do not specify what an acceptable bond amount 

would be for a dual-fuel customer. The guidelines only specify a maximum 

bond of $150 for electricity; and 

• the VC guidelines specify that customers should only be disconnected for 

non-payment of electricity services (clause 31).  However, in practice 

dual-fuel customers that do not pay their bill for both electricity and gas, 

could still have their electricity disconnected. 

We recommend that the focus be on “energy services” and that the RAG give 

consideration to what guidance may be needed for dual-fuel customers and 

retailers.  Input from the Gas Industry Company will be needed on this process. 

Concern over requirement for prepayment meters 

We disagree with the requirement in the MDC and VC guidelines that retailers 

should offer prepayment meters as an alternative to a bond.  As noted in recent 

correspondence with the Authority,6 we do not offer prepayment meters as an 

alternate to a bond, rather we provide our customers a number of other options.  
                                                   
5 Genesis Energy currently charges an $80 disconnection fee for standard meters but a disconnection fee 
of only $10.67 for an advanced meter.  Refer to our schedule of special fees on our website: 
http://www.genesisenergy.co.nz/genesis/index.cfm?23361688-C09F-4299-6D1C-EFB7948A1652. 

 
6 Update on compliance with medically dependent and vulnerable consumer guidelines, Genesis Energy 
letter to the Electricity Authority, 9 July 2012. 
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This has led to Genesis Energy being assessed as “non-compliant” for these 

clauses. 

We observe that not all retailers currently offer a prepayment option to their 

customers and as the electricity market evolves, there will be retailers for whom 

prepayment meters do not fit their business model.  Whether or not a retailer 

invests in prepayment products is a commercial decision for each retailer.  We 

recommend that the guidelines focus on retailers providing customers with 

“other suitable arrangements” as an alternative to a bond and remove all 

references to prepayment meters.   

Interpretation of the Interpretation of the Interpretation of the Interpretation of the MDC and VC MDC and VC MDC and VC MDC and VC guidelines guidelines guidelines guidelines     

In addition to the insights discussed above, Genesis Energy has encountered 

difficulties when trying to put the two guidelines into practice.  We outline below 

two examples where it is unclear what actions retailers should take with 

vulnerable and medically dependent customers.   

Clarification needed on disconnection notices 

The Authority’s guidance is unclear on whether disconnection reminder notices 

must be posted, or whether it is acceptable for these notices to be emailed.  

From our review of the Authority’s guidance, we have noted that: 

• in paragraph 2.11(a) of the final principles and minimum terms and conditions 

for domestic contracts for delivered electricity, it provides that the 

disconnection notices can be provided to a physical or electronic address; 

while 

• the VC guidelines just refer to a notice and do not specify whether it has to 

be sent to a postal address; and 

• during previous correspondence between the Authority and Genesis Energy, 

the Authority has stated that it considers that a final notice should be written 

notice.    

Clarification of this point would help retailers align their practices with the 

Authority’s guidelines, while still ensuring that the most suitable communication 

medium is available for customers. 

Re-verification of medically dependent consumers  

Genesis Energy has concerns with the process set out for verifying a customer’s 

medically dependent status.   
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From our understanding of the MDC guidelines, we are able to ask our medically 

dependent customers to re-verify their medically dependent status if the account 

is overdue and we would ordinarily send a notice of disconnection.   However, it 

is unclear whether we are able to remove the medical dependent status on an 

account if a customer does not respond to any of our communications.  The 

following example illustrates our concern: 

A confirmed medically dependent customer provided confirmation of their 

medically dependent status approximately one year ago. We have had no 

payment and no communication from the customer during that time.  As part of 

our annual review,7 we start the verification process over again. We send out 

letters and texts,8 and if no response received, we send one of our contractors 

who will leave a calling card if he is unable to speak with the customer.  The 

calling card expresses the urgency of contacting Genesis Energy about their 

medical dependency. The whole process would take approximately one month 

from start to finish.   

As a company, we take this matter very seriously and go to great lengths to 

communicate with our customers the importance of returning confirmation of 

their medical dependency status.  However, as noted above, the MDC guidelines 

do create a significant cost for retailers.  We recommend that RAG give further 

consideration to the situations when it is appropriate for retailers to remove a 

customer’s medically dependent status. 

Welcome opportunity to discuss furtherWelcome opportunity to discuss furtherWelcome opportunity to discuss furtherWelcome opportunity to discuss further    

We would welcome the opportunity to discuss the insights and recommendations 

raised in this letter further with the RAG, if that would be of assistance to the 

group.  We consider that it is important that views of all stakeholders are 

considered during the early stages of the project, as this will ensure that any 

recommendations from the RAG reflect the broad views of the industry and are 

more likely to have reach acceptance when implemented. 

  

                                                   
7 Genesis Energy has chosen to take an alternative approach to that specified in the MDC guidelines.  We 
review the status of our confirmed medically dependent customers on an annual basis, regardless of the 
fact that they may not have paid their invoices during that time.  We consider that this is a more robust 
process that ensures only qualifying customers get MDC status.   

 
8 Genesis Energy uses an automated SMS service for customers who have provided us with cell phone 
numbers. 
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If RAG would like to set up a meeting or request further information from 

Genesis Energy, please contact me on 04 495 6354. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Karen Collins 

Senior Regulatory Advisor 

 

cc: Craig Evans, Electricity Authority  

Encl:  Copy of Genesis Energy letter to Electricity Authority, Update on 
compliance with medically dependent and vulnerable consumer 
guidelines, 9 July 2012.  




















