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HARDSHIP UTILITY GRANT SCHEME 

Motion 

HON COLIN TINCKNELL (South West) [10.15 am] — without notice: I move — 

That this house notes that the McGowan government’s tightening of the hardship utility grant scheme has 
removed an essential form of government assistance offered to families already struggling to meet 
everyday living costs. The Labor government has increased utility charges for gas, water and electricity 
and these increases, together with the limiting of HUGS, has caused unnecessary financial stress to 
Western Australian households and their families. 

The main purpose of this non-government business motion is to work with all sides of Parliament to find 
solutions to the looming crisis that we have on our hands in Western Australia. As parliamentarians, it is the 
duty of all of us to try to find solutions to this problem. We would like this to remain a small problem and not 
become a massive problem. However, I feel that this will become a massive problem unless we can get positive 
action from this government. 

To start off with today, the problem in a nutshell is that the government has increased utility prices. The number 
of applicants for the HUGS program has increased. The government is running out of money to pay for this 
program, due to the increased demand, and is making it extraordinarily difficult for people to gain access to these 
funds. We need to find solutions to this problem. 

In 2017–18, electricity prices went up by $169, or 10.9 per cent. Payroll tax increased from six per cent to 6.5 per cent. 
We know that payroll tax makes it difficult for small business people to employ people. Vehicle registration costs 
went up by 5.5 per cent. In 2018–19, electricity prices went up by seven per cent—they went up by 10.9 per cent 
in 2017–18 and by seven per cent in 2018–19. That is the crux of the problem. Water prices went up by 5.5 per cent; 
gas prices went up by 1.9 per cent; public transport costs went up by 2.1 per cent; vehicle registration costs went 
up by five per cent; and the emergency services levy went up by 10 per cent. The cost of many things has gone up. 

In our community, we have the haves and the have-nots. It is not always people on low incomes who find it difficult 
to pay their bills. Sometimes they are people who have reasonable incomes, but have overcommitted from previous 
times, when the state was booming. It is a combination of factors, but the figures show that the major cause of 
people applying for HUGS assistance is energy prices. I will talk a bit more about that as I go through. People 
living above the twenty-sixth parallel can claim as much as $962 through HUGS, and below the twenty-sixth 
parallel the maximum is $581. It is not an immense amount of money. It is a one-off payment, and it is done for 
a specific reason. 

Most utilities and agencies have a hardship payment system. The Water Corporation is a fantastic example of how 
it should be done. The “Water Corporation Financial Hardship Policy for Water Services” states — 

We understand customers experiencing financial hardship find it difficult to pay their account. All 
customers, regardless of circumstances, will not face judgement and will be treated with fairness, integrity 
and compassion. We work with our customers to ensure they are listened to and understood, so we can 
proactively assist them in managing their bills and accessing the support they need. We are committed to 
working with our customers to find an appropriate, realistic and effective payment solution. 

Water Corporation staff have had training. The Financial Counsellors’ Association of Western Australia provides 
hardship training for agency staff. Somewhere in the region of 40 Water Corporation staff have gone through that 
program. Kleenheat staff have also gone through that program, as have staff of other water providers. Perth Energy 
staff have also been through that program, but I note that Synergy, which is most affected by this hardship 
payment—80 per cent of HUGS applications are for electricity or gas charges—has not sent any of its staff to that 
hardship training. The facility is available, but the management of Synergy has chosen, at this stage, not to take 
up that support. I commend the government for putting that program in place. 

As I mentioned before, this problem has come about because there was a boom in Western Australia. It is quite 
obvious that a lot of people overcommitted. They were on high wages, and may have had great jobs at the time, 
but they have either lost those jobs or their wages have gone down, or they have found other jobs that are not as 
highly paid. One way or another, they are overcommitted. People were buying homes that they probably could not 
afford. I hate to think what would happen to these people, and others, if interest rates were to rise in the next year 
or two. This problem will only get worse. 

We are talking big numbers. Driving home last night, I was listening to radio 6PR, and people were ringing in 
about their problems paying their bills. They were talking about the federal budget, but they were also talking 
about not being able to pay their bills. Let us get more into that issue. We believe that Synergy has been referring 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 4 April 2019] 

 p2014c-2022a 
Hon Colin Tincknell; Hon Tim Clifford; Hon Rick Mazza; Hon Diane Evers; Hon Alannah MacTiernan; Hon 

Peter Collier 

 [2] 

customers to HUGS too liberally. Maybe the government also believes that, because it made changes that are not 
working well for the people really in need, and have made it very hard for people to access the program. I will talk 
a bit more about that later. I am not the only person who has brought this issue up. Articles about Synergy and its 
bills were published in The West Australian in July and November 2018, and another article appeared in the same 
month about more people being hit by poverty in Western Australia. The National Debt Helpline says that the 
number of calls have skyrocketed, and have reached epidemic proportions in Western Australia, where the number 
has doubled. I am not just talking hot air about this; this is a real problem that everyone acknowledges. 

The government raised HUGS payments for a time, but the money ran out. Let us look at some of the reasons for 
this. As I said before, Synergy has been referring customers to HUGS too liberally. The system needed to be 
tightened, but it is not the sole reason. There is undoubtedly a correlation between the 10.9 per cent and the seven 
per cent increases in the base charges. Yesterday, Synergy was taken before the Economic Regulation Authority 
over, to put it simply, rorting and overcharging customers. That will play out over the year and, hopefully, it will 
be sorted out very quickly. 

I will mention some possible solutions to this problem. Increases in electricity charges have been severe, so one 
solution would be to cut electricity charges and other household costs. Our party has put this to the Premier for 
close to six months now, especially since we found out that the goods and services tax situation was improving, and 
iron ore royalties were increasing. We brought to the Premier’s notice—I am sure he knew this—that low-income 
families and others in financial strife are in desperate situations, and that would help them a great deal. At this 
stage, that has not happened, but I hope it is part of the government’s short-term plans. That is the first solution 
that could happen. If we do not increase electricity charges, we need to reduce the cost of living in general. 
I mentioned all the other things that have gone up in price—increasing household charges and the cost of living. 

Many people have difficulty asking for assistance, because HUGS is a last resort, and that is the real crux of the 
issue at the moment. Fiscally responsible people want to get help before they are engulfed in debt. However, with 
the changes that the government has made to HUGS, people now have to wait 180 days, or six months, to qualify. 
That is two or three power bill cycles. These people have applied for HUGS because they are desperate. It is not 
as though they need the money tomorrow; they need the money yesterday and today. That is what HUGS is 
designed for. It is there for emergency relief, so how can we make people wait six months before they qualify? 
That has to change. I am not suggesting that we necessarily increase the HUGS program, because the government 
has already done that, but we must make sure that utilities such as Synergy do the right thing and do not take 
advantage of the scheme. Synergy has been referring people to HUGS when it should be running its own hardship 
program, as the Water Corporation and other utilities do. Synergy needs to be running a successful hardship 
payments system, but it is not doing that, and we can only imagine the reason. That is the main crux of the problem 
here. As I said, by this time, these people are already in extreme financial difficulty. 

I have talked about the change in the hardship utility grant scheme from 1 July. That is not too far away for us, but 
it is too far away for some people who cannot pay yesterday’s bill and may have their power disconnected. I have 
heard that this program will be made even more difficult to access. If that is the case, it is a disaster waiting to 
happen for households all over Western Australia. We cannot allow that to happen. We have to work together as 
a Parliament to find solutions. 
I mentioned that the Water Corporation has a great attitude towards its customers. I implore Synergy to have the 
same attitude and take up that hardship training and look after its customers in a similar mode. As I mentioned before, 
different providers have different programs for delinquent bills, and people who are suffering. The Water Corporation 
has a fantastic system to help cater its bills to best suit customers. Synergy has a reputation for referring people to 
financial counsellors unnecessarily and to apply to HUGS when they are not in financial hardship. People have 
not even got into financial hardship, yet it seems that Synergy—I understand that the government believes this as 
well—is referring customers unnecessarily. The Water Corporation has seven different options and payment 
alternatives before suggesting customers apply for HUGS. We would love Synergy to have that; it should be better 
equipped to handle and accommodate financial stress. As I mentioned, Water Corp staff have been through this 
training and they are ready to assist people who are going through a problematic time. 
This is the crux of the matter. I have brought up this matter to find solutions. I am asking the government, the 
opposition and the crossbench to work together to find solutions. It is very hard for me, with the resources available 
to me, to know all the different solutions that will be available. It is clear that we need to lower the increases in all 
utility charges. The number of HUGS applications has risen. I am not suggesting that we throw more money at the 
scheme, but that we keep up the funding and make it easier for people who are in the position to qualify. I understand 
that people will always try to rort the system, but there should be a system in place that clearly defines that. The 
people who are desperate for this money should not have to wait six months—180 days. That will not work for them. 
They do not apply for HUGS because they could have a problem in a month or two; they apply for HUGS because 
they have a problem now—yesterday or last week. We do not want to see those people on the streets because they 
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have been kicked out of their house. We do not want to see their kids getting into trouble with the law. We do not 
want to see that social decline that comes when people have major economic problems. We are used to seeing that 
sort of social decline in certain suburbs in Perth and some rural areas, but this problem will flow into all suburbs of 
Perth. The government has to respond to this need. We know we are going through a hard time. I do not want to hear 
the government mention in its reply the previous government’s financial performance. That is not an excuse. It has 
been in government for two years now. Part of this problem is of its own making, and some of it has been created 
over many years because people have overcommitted. We have a leadership issue and we need the government to 
lead the way and work with the rest of Parliament to find solutions; and, when those solutions come to this house, 
I believe it will find support from members. I hope that the government has real answers to some of these problems. 
This is an issue that has been going through my mind and I hope that it is not true: is the mentality that if people are 
poor now, they will still be poor in six months, or is this designed to give the government six months’ respite from 
having to pay out through HUGS? It is a pretty cynical statement. I hope that it is untrue. I hope that the government 
is trying to find answers to this problem. It is not an easy problem and it needs to be solved. There is no getting away 
from the fact that this financial year, power prices have gone up by another seven per cent, after previously going 
up by 10.9 per cent; water prices have gone up by 5.5 per cent; gas prices have gone up by 1.9 per cent; public 
transport costs have gone up by 2.1 per cent; and vehicle licences have gone up by five per cent. 
We have known for a while now that we will do well from the GST distribution. We have known for a while that 
iron ore royalties are coming in pretty well. We know that a commodities boom is just around the corner and it is 
already starting to show. The jobs have not started to flow yet, but they will come. This problem may be around 
for only a year or two, but we need to address it now. We cannot afford to just say, “We tried that, but it didn’t 
work.” The responsibility of government and parliamentarians is to find solutions to problems. That is why we get 
paid. That is why we are in this place—to find solutions for the public of Western Australia. It is our number one 
responsibility. When people are in need, just like the people who apply to HUGS, we should not make it harder 
for them. Hopefully, we will have these solutions today. 
HON TIM CLIFFORD (East Metropolitan) [10.36 am]: I rise to support the sentiment of the honourable 
member’s motion that we need to address the issue of the hardship utility grant scheme and utility prices in this 
state. Given where we are after two years of the current government, we are still looking at an issue that is prevalent 
in the community. We have 360 000 Western Australians living in poverty, which is 14.5 per cent of the total 
population, and another 150 000 in this state are at risk of poverty. Over the last two state budgets, there have been 
increases in electricity prices due to the goal to meet full cost reflectivity. Unfortunately, many of the most 
vulnerable people in society are not shielded from those costs, regardless of their situation. 
Research into expenditure by WA households on utility charges has shown that the rate of growth of energy 
poverty for certain cohorts, such as single parents and older single people, has been significant. There are issues 
in the federal space, because the federal government is not looking at increasing the Newstart allowance or 
supporting low-income earners, and at a state level, the government is not looking at addressing the need to 
carve out a huge cohort of society that is getting crushed by the increases over the past couple of years. There 
has also been an increase in residential electricity disconnections from 9 774 in 2015–16 to 15 935 in 2016–17. 
Synergy’s disconnections increased from 8 069 to 14 109. This is the highest number of disconnections by 
Synergy since the Economic Regulation Authority started reporting. That is quite significant. It indicates that 
we are in a bit of a crisis and we need to address it. 
People are trying to stretch their incomes as far as they can. The honourable member is right; we are at the end of 
a boom. We are seeing a casualisation of the workforce. It is harder for people to get meaningful work hours. The 
cut in penalty rates has affected many people across this state who relied on those extra funds to pay utility costs.  
As I said, the cost increases across the board have led to many people struggling in this state. I really hope that the 
upcoming budget will address what is going on in that regard, and also the issues relating to the Water Corporation. 
I was at a forum late last year and I listened to someone from the Water Corp explaining the measures it has taken 
to support low-income earners—people who are facing difficulty. The Water Corp goes to the nth degree to help 
these people. It is a measure that Synergy should be looking at because it is really important. It is better to support 
these people and get them through the hard times so that when they get back on their feet, they have a way of 
paying back any debt that is in arrears, ensuring that they can keep the lights on for not only themselves, but also 
their extended family and their children. 
I take my hat off to the Western Australian Council of Social Service. It has been a strong advocate for addressing the 
issue of energy poverty in this state. It has consistently impressed in its budget submissions that HUGS was never 
a solution for ongoing hardship; it was meant to be a one-off payment to get people through, but more and more people 
are relying on it. We need to get creative and be more flexible in that space, and we need to work with all parties to 
ensure that we can address the scourge of energy poverty. We have seen a growing number of people getting hurt. We 
need to ensure that we can address the overall number of people in that situation. We know everyone who is on 
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a pension card or who receives any sort of benefit, so why do we not look at these people as a cohort to ensure that 
they are protected from cost-reflective prices? These people are on the books; we know how to target them specifically. 
Why do we not look at the people who are living in hardship? These cost-reflective prices are going up. Someone 
living in one part of the city can afford to install solar panels on their roof and reduce their energy costs as a result, 
but a pensioner in another part of the city may not have the funds to knock the edge off those costs by installing 
a solar system on their roof. We need to look at these things and we need to ensure that we address them. I am hoping 
that the upcoming state budget will include a measure to address that. I am hoping that those in the federal space look 
at those commitments to address this issue because it is a nationwide issue; it is not just a WA issue. 
Recently, I was looking at a personal story in a WACOSS submission on the Economic Regulation Authority’s 
draft amended “Financial Hardship Policy Guidelines—Electricity and Gas Licences”. It cited one story relating 
to David and Gary. It is an indication of the situation not only faced by these people, but also in which thousands 
of people in this state find themselves. It states — 

David was unable to pay his electricity bill at his public housing apartment and the electricity was 
disconnected. David does not have the capacity to pay the debt owing on his Synergy bill and has decided 
to live without electricity. David now spends all day at his neighbour’s house as his house is dark, he 
can’t run a fridge, have hot showers or cook food. This has pushed David’s neighbour Gary into financial 
hardship with his own utility bills due to the increased consumption. Gary has since begun accessing 
assistance from our medical and counselling services as the burden of providing essential services to his 
friend and neighbour is beginning to effect his mental health 

We can see from this story that this could be anyone and we can multiply it by the thousands. It is a ripple effect. 
It is affecting so many people in this state and we need to address it. 
HON RICK MAZZA (Agricultural) [10.44 am]: I deeply empathise with people who have to go through the 
hardship utility grant scheme to cover off a utility bill. I am sure that it is distressing for any low-income family 
that is hit with a $500 or $600 electricity bill to go to HUGS to try to get some relief. As far back as July 2017, an 
article appeared on PerthNow about the rising number of applications to HUGS—rising from 10 266 in 2015–16 
to 27 000 in 2017. The cost of HUGS had risen from $3.4 million to $11.4 million. I am sure that later figures 
would be even higher. To throw more money at HUGS is not sustainable. The government is limited in the amount 
of funds it can throw at HUGS. We are trying to treat the symptom and not the cause. The cause is the rising cost 
of electricity, in particular. When the Labor government came to power in 2017, the Treasurer was quite open about 
the fact that we had to reduce the subsidies on electricity, warning that the cost would rise by around 27 per cent 
in the forward estimates. That is what has happened. A lot of people started to suffer as a result. 
We have to look at why our power costs are so high. One of the reasons is the monopoly generator that we have 
in Western Australia—that is, Synergy. The only generator that households and small businesses can get their 
power from is Synergy. Big industry is able to shop around, with Western Power and Bluewaters, and there is 
competition in the market for the price of electricity that it pays. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I think you’re talking about a monopoly retailer, aren’t you? 
Hon RICK MAZZA: No, I am talking about a monopoly generator. When it comes to the generation of electricity 
used by households and small business, I am quite sure that Synergy is the monopoly generator. The minister can 
correct me later if I am wrong. That is how I understand it. There is no competition in the generation market for 
domestic households. Consequently, we are stuck with a monopoly generator. 

In today’s The West Australian is the headline “Synergy ‘gouged’ clients for $100m”. The article states — 

WA’s economic watchdog has accused State-owned power provider Synergy of gouging customers up to 
$100 million by charging prices that were higher than reasonable for more than a year. 

Releasing the findings of a long-running investigation, the Economic Regulation Authority said yesterday 
it would seek to have Synergy punished by launching action … 

Power prices could be brought down by allowing competitors to enter the generation market and, on top of that, 
allowing retailers to enter the market, the same as we have done with gas. Competition is one way of bringing 
down electricity prices. 

I know that the Greens always bang on about renewable energy and that sort of thing—solar and wind. Hopefully, 
the wind blows and the sun shines and we can get some energy! I am not against a mix of renewable energy in the 
generation market, but there is no doubt that we still need coal and gas-fired generators in order to keep 
a reasonable price in our generation market. It is really about managing it over time. I am sure that as technology 
improves over the years, we will see more renewable energy within the generation market, but that needs to be 
managed so that pensioners are not freezing in their houses in winter because they cannot turn on the heater. We 
need to look very closely at allowing competitors to enter this generation space and ensuring that we are able to 
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produce power at a reasonable rate; otherwise, we will be stuck with people needing to go to welfare groups such 
as HUGS to pay their bills. That is what we should not have. It all gets back to the cost of generation in the market. 
I would not say that Synergy was the be-all and end-all either. 

I asked a question without notice earlier this year about the outages in Mullewa. The Mullewa area experienced 
414 outages between 1 February 2014 and 31 January 2019. That is a significant number of outages. I had phone 
calls just before Christmas from people telling me that the town of Mullewa was without power. I cannot see why 
in this day and age Mullewa cannot have a standalone power system—a solar battery system with a diesel 
generator backup or something like that—so it has consistent and reliable power.  

Having this one great big monopoly of Synergy generating power, using Western Power’s poles and wires and 
being the single energy retailer is one of the reasons that we are suffering with the prices we have now. I am not 
going to point the finger at this government. This is something that has been developing for a long time through 
successive governments. There has not been a focus on providing for competition. Commerce competition in 
Australia provides the best prices and services for people and in this space we do not have it. If we are to solve 
some of the issues of people in hardship and sustain an affordable power system, I feel we have to look at 
competition in the market. I am not against renewables. In fact, I would like to get off the grid one of these days 
and use a solar and battery-powered system. However, at this stage it is something that we have to monitor very, 
very closely to make sure we have a mix of power and competition in the marketplace and that the generation 
of power and delivery to households is at a reasonable rate so people are not receiving huge bills that they just 
cannot pay. 

HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [10.50 am]: I take the opportunity to speak for the Greens, as well as 
Hon Tim Clifford—I was pleased with everything he had to say—on power and renewable energy. Western Power 
generates the electricity and Synergy is the retailer. I agree that Western Power is the majority producer of our power 
in this state, but in addition we have a lot of renewable companies starting up and applying to produce more energy. 
What slows the process down is bringing in the generators of renewable energy to actually provide that power. 
Our old, slow, archaic way of thinking that we have to keep it as it is because we have to keep the people employed 
digging up coal is slowing us down from reaching that time when we can be fully renewable. That time is not far 
away. Although we scoff at the idea of having to have the sun shining or the wind blowing, we also have wave 
energy, which one day will come back as an idea here. We also have tidal energy and geothermal energy. There are 
endless ways that we can produce energy that does not require burning fossil fuels. What is interesting is a member 
said that one day the price for renewables might come down. Recently the price has been shown over the life of 
the infrastructure to be cheaper for renewables than it is for coal and for gas, even without taking into account the 
carbon pollution they put out. One day this country will put a price on carbon again and those costs will have to 
be figured in. Everybody outside of this room is figuring this out, but we sit here and still say that we have to use 
coal. Before members bag the Greens for being a little bit more progressive than the rest of us in here, have a look 
at what is happening out there with the insurance companies, consultants and accountants. The whole industry out 
there is advancing fast, and we sit in here and listen over and again to what we call debate and get nowhere. Come 
on! Wake up! Speed up! The future is happening around us and we are sitting here letting it pass us by. 

HON ALANNAH MacTIERNAN (North Metropolitan — Minister for Regional Development) [10.53 am]: 
I was hoping to give the opposition the opportunity to speak so we could address the issues, but, clearly, it is 
playing another game. That is okay. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon ALANNAH MacTIERNAN: Yes, and they do. 

I thank Hon Colin Tincknell for raising this issue and certainly for raising the issues of affordability. The hardship 
affecting parts of our community is an issue that deeply concerns us, as they concern the member. I think, as both 
Premier McGowan and Minister Simone McGurk have said many times, it is deeply important that we try to 
address the problem and that we do not just provide the money. Hon Rick Mazza made the point that we cannot 
just keep handing out money; we need to solve the problems. Certainly, part of the problem, I agree, is trying to 
bring down electricity prices. We do believe that we will be able to do that. The domestic gas reservation—that 
very, very inspired policy of Alan Carpenter and the Carpenter government—has made a very real difference. It 
is one of the reasons that our electricity prices for domestic and commercial applications are considerably below 
those of the eastern states. We understand that we have to move on all those fronts. We say that the scheme that 
has emerged has become highly problematic. It has become highly problematic because anyone regardless of their 
financial circumstances could make an application for a grant and get it. All they had to do was let their Synergy 
bill go unpaid for a couple of months. Synergy would put in the application and regardless of what a person’s 
financial circumstances were they could get a grant. That is not a good situation. 
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We also believe that it is absolutely critical to help people develop the skills to manage their money. We understand 
that there are certain subsectors of the community—one in particular is Newstart. Newstart has not had a decent 
increase for many years. The level of money that people on Newstart are being expected to live on is completely 
unrealistic, so we know there are some structural problems. It is also important for us to understand that we need 
to ensure that people need to get help to deal with these financial situations. We have sought to bring back 
a financial counselling program that will help people manage their finances by increasing their skills in managing 
during difficult circumstances. We saw a massive increase in this and felt that more rigour was needed to be put 
around the scheme. As the Premier said at the time when we made some of these changes, ministers would be able 
to apply for hardship utility grant scheme grants, so we thought we needed to tackle this. 
Hon Colin Tincknell pointed out that some other utilities, such as Water Corporation, have better practices. I think 
this was part of the concern with regard to Synergy. As soon as there was a couple of months’ debt, Synergy would 
put in the application for HUGS on behalf of its customer to pay the debt. We have now sought to put some more 
rigour around the system to ensure that the utility has a much bigger role in engaging with the customer. It is really 
important to understand that with the 180 days a person does not have to have their electricity cut off and they wait 
180 days to get a grant. As I understand it, over that 180 days it is Synergy’s obligation to work with its customers 
to have a payment plan put in place for that six-month period. As I understand it, at the end of the six-month period, 
through the financial counselling process, if a person is not a concession cardholder and is still in hardship and cannot 
pay their bill at the end of the 180 days, but they have not been without electricity for 180 days, a financial counsellor 
assesses the person’s circumstances. If the person is seen to be genuinely at risk, they receive the HUGS grant. 
One of the positive things coming out of this process is that broader help is being given to people. Seeking that 
assistance and going to a financial counsellor has, in many of the case studies that we have been presented, 
identified other problems that people are having and got them in contact with services or programs that could help 
them re-establish their life. We are going to be changing the scheme, as members understand. It was noted in the 
Government Mid-year Financial Projections Statement that additional money will go into the budget that I think 
will take effect from 1 July this year. Concession cardholders will also go through that financial counselling 
process, which will cost us extra money. It is not being done to save money. We are doing that because we can see 
the personal advantages gained by people who go through this assessment process. We have put additional money 
into the budget so that we can expand that same assessment service to the non-cardholders. There is no suggestion 
at all that people have to wait 180 days before they get any assistance. That 180 days is the time in which Synergy 
is now required to—quite properly—work with its customers and deal with a bill. At the end of that process, if 
there is still a problem and people need to access the hardship utility grant scheme, an assessment is done. 
I understand that is done by Anglicare WA at the moment—I am looking to my adviser for assistance because is 
it not in my portfolio. I understand that the arrangement with Anglicare will potentially be extended. 
We absolutely understand the importance of this issue and we hope that we get a commonwealth government that 
will tackle the issue of the Newstart allowance because many of the people on this allowance are in the most 
difficult of situations and have not had an increase in their payment for six years. Effectively, the amount that they 
are getting is eroding. It is widely accepted, even by the Business Council of Australia, that it is at an unsustainable 
level. We need to deal with those structural issues. We are trying to help solve the problem. Of course, we all want 
to bring down energy prices. We desperately want to do that. As I said, courtesy of the domestic gas reservation 
policy, we have got ourselves into a better situation. Some of the members were a bit confused about who generates 
power. Western Power is not a generator. Western Power is a poles-and-wires outfit by and large, with a bit of 
battery and a few other things, but, basically, it is a transmitter. I know that Hon Rick Mazza said that Synergy is 
a monopoly generator, but that is not true either. Synergy is a monopoly retailer for the domestic market that has 
not been made fully contestable. 
Hon Rick Mazza: What I said is that Synergy is a monopoly generator for the domestic market. Industry can shop 
around between different generators, but when it comes to households and small business, they can only get their 
generation from Synergy. 

Hon ALANNAH MacTIERNAN: I sought to get some clarification on this. My understanding is that under the 
original model of electricity reform, which was a really positive thing done by the Gallop government, we divided 
the market into four. In the metropolitan area and the south west interconnected system, generation was one entity 
and it was contestable. We put a cap on government-owned generation to take into account the existing legacy 
assets at the time of reform, such as the Muja power stations and the other assets that we had. But government was 
not going to be involved in new generation; that was going to be done privately. The monopoly provider of poles 
and wires was Western Power, and then there was Synergy. The idea was that over time that would become more 
and more contestable. The previous government never felt comfortable with electricity reform and re-merged 
Verve Energy, the holder of the legacy generation assets, with Synergy. My understanding, however, is that 
Synergy does not necessarily receive its power only from Verve. It receives power from other private generators 
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such as wind farms, for example, which are major contributors to our grid. The wind farms in the midwest in 
particular are major contributors that feed into the system. Synergy is a monopoly retailer, not a monopoly 
generator. In an ideal world, this would all be made contestable. We have a problem in that these are government 
or community-owned assets and it is important that we do not necessarily see that wiped off because it would 
affect the taxpayers as well. If we were to lose value in parts of that market, it would impact on those government 
assets and our ability to do the redistributive stuff that we need to do. I also point out that Mullewa is in Horizon 
Power’s area. I am pretty sure it is outside the south west interconnected grid. 
The member is quite right when he says that there needs to be more creativity. We are beginning to see it emerge 
and, indeed, many people are arguing that the renewable hydrogen industry that is coming on board may be part 
of the solution for some of these remote applications, whereby electricity is generated by solar by day, and the 
excess can be stored by way of hydrogen and then used at night to power the power stations. A lot of work is going 
on around those possibilities and we have to become more decentralised in terms of generation. 
I want to reassure members that Minister Simone McGurk is very committed. We understand that people have 
financial difficulties, but our view is that we have an obligation to not just hand out money, but also work with 
them to solve their problems, to help to manage their limited funds and to ensure that their lives improve. 
HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [11.08 am]: I thank 
Hon Colin Tincknell for bringing this motion to the house. The Liberal Party most definitely supports the motion. 
My point in waiting was that because Hon Colin Tincknell brought forward the motion, I wanted to find out what 
the government response was. That is eminently sensible. It happens all the time. 
Hon Darren West interjected. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: No, that happens all the time; sorry. The member has been here long enough to know 
that we wait for a government response. That is all I was doing. I was not playing games. I was looking for 
a government response. I am not going to exchange anymore on that. 
At the outset, if there is one issue that has captured the imagination of the entire nation more than anything else, 
particularly over the last decade or two, it is electricity charges and climate change in an overall generic sense. 
That is, of course, because it is something we are confronted with, and it has impacted on everyone. We could 
safely say that it has cost three Prime Ministers their jobs as a direct result of their not getting it right. 
Western Australia was faced with a similar situation; I certainly was personally. When we came to government in 
2008, I took over as energy minister and the most compelling challenge we had initially was that the cost 
differentiation between the production and distribution of electricity compared with what we were recouping from 
tariffs was, at that stage, 85 per cent. I received the preliminary report that the previous government got and it 
showed an 85 per cent differentiation. I got the final report in January 2009 and it showed 115 per cent. We cannot 
live in a fool’s paradise. We cannot ask people to pay the lowest energy costs in the nation, which we were, and 
then expect people to cut down on energy use. It just will not happen. What actually happened is that we had to 
increase energy costs when in government. I was lambasted for it, as is the current government at the moment. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Do you realise why we didn’t increase it in the previous government? 
Hon PETER COLLIER: The Labor Party did not do it for 10 years. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Do you realise that that was the condition that was actually put on by — 
Hon PETER COLLIER: Do not tell me that it was an agreement. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It was that you put on disaggregation. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: Let me pick up on that. I do not even need the interjection because it is rubbish; it is 
absolute garbage. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: The minister should listen to this: the previous government made it conditional on our 
agreeing to the disaggregation that prices would not go up. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT: Order! 
Hon PETER COLLIER: That is exactly what happened. It was evidently wrong because what happened as 
a result of disaggregation is, of course, that the cost of prices would not remain stable. We then had to increase 
electricity costs to get to a point at which we were even remotely cost reflective, but also getting that cultural 
change in the community and getting people to be a little more receptive to the fact that they could not keep their 
air conditioners on 24/7. As a result of that, it had a direct impact, particularly on those who were least able to pay, 
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and that is where the hardship utility grant scheme came in. As a government, we significantly increased HUGS. 
In our first budget, we allocated $2.062 million for HUGS. In our last budget, we allocated $17.508 million for 
HUGS. That was to assist those who were least able to pay, being mindful of the fact that so many people, those 
who are marginalised in particular, are struggling day to day just to put food in front of their children, let alone 
pay for their electricity costs that were going to increase at such a significant rate. We were very mindful of that. 
The current government came to power, having lambasted us for increasing electricity costs for the previous eight 
or nine years. What did it do? It not only absolutely accelerated utility costs across the board—in fact, $735 for 
the first two years and another $517 in the forward estimates, which would impact significantly on those who 
really struggle—but in addition, made it much more difficult to access HUGS. The minister has gone through the 
raft of ways that the government has made it more stringent to get HUGS. The government introduced 
a requirement for HUGS recipients to enter into a payment arrangement for at least 180 days to address the 
outstanding debt before a grant is provided. If an outstanding bill is still more than $300 but less than $1 750, or 
$2 500 if a person lives north of the twenty-sixth parallel, one may be eligible to apply. In addition, if we go by 
the budget papers—because that is what we must do; that is what the government says it will spend its money 
on—HUGS will fall to only $10 million in 2019–20. That is a 60 per cent decrease in HUGS, if we are to believe 
the budget papers. All members have to do is look at the budget papers. This is the sleight of hand. As I said, in 
2009–10, it was $2.06 million; in 2016–17, it was $17.508 million. Under the McGowan government, it went up 
to $25 million, being mindful that it had poked the bear. It realised that people really were struggling. They were 
struggling significantly. Of course, in 2018–19, the figure goes down to $16 million and for 2019–20, 2020–21 
and 2021–22, it is down to $10 million. I do not want to hear any bleating from members opposite that they are 
forward estimates and they will change. Every time we ever talked about changes to the forward estimates, the 
howls of disapproval from members opposite was extraordinary. On the government’s own figures from its own 
budget, HUGS goes from $25 million to $16 million to $10 million. No-one is going to get any assistance. Only 
two men and their dogs in some of the suburbs that are really struggling will qualify for HUGS. That comes from 
a so-called socially conscious government. This is at the same time as nine of its ministers did not mind taking 
$5 300 extra money by double dipping on their cars. Members opposite are telling people who struggle to put food 
on the table every day that they have to tighten their belts and that they cannot get HUGS anymore. Mind you, 
they do not mind pocketing $5 300. Why on earth they did not just pay that is beyond me. 
In addition, the Economic Regulation Authority puts out an annual performance report on energy retailers. It has 
done so for the last 10 years. Members should have a look at that and see what impact it is having on those who 
are really struggling in our community. The 2017 report found that disconnections among electricity customers 
soared more than 50 per cent in the 12 months to 30 June, from 9 774 to 15 953, with state-owned provider Synergy 
accounting for much of the rise. It states that Western Australia went from having the lowest rate of disconnections 
for electricity users in 2015–16 to the highest in Australia last year. Residential customers on instalment plans 
jumped from 48 057 in 2015–16 to 64 219 last final year; and from 45 343 to 61 551 among those supplied by 
Synergy. The latest snapshot released in January 2017 found that hardship levels among electricity users were the 
highest since the agency began taking records more than a decade ago. 
People are really struggling. One of the ways those people have been able to come to terms, to a degree, with those 
financial challenges is through HUGS. The ERA report for 2017 identified that. This is not political-speak; it is 
fact. I add also that the ERA annual report, which is always completed and tabled in January, was not tabled for 
last year. It is now April. Yet again the government of openness, the government of transparency, is left wanting. 
Where is that ERA report? The figures I gave everyone are for 2017. We find that for report after report, by stealth 
the government tables it in the dead of night or will not table it at all, or tables it after debate on a bill has started. 
Here is an ERA report on the impacts of electricity price increases from 2018 that has still not been tabled. Yet 
again, in terms of openness and transparency this government has been found wanting. All I am saying is that if it 
wants to be perceived as a government of openness and transparency, it needs to come clean. We all know that 
people are out there struggling. The government should not reduce HUGS grants by any stretch of the imagination. 
People are really struggling with paying their electricity costs. 
HON COLIN TINCKNELL (South West) [11.18 am] — in reply: I thank all members for their contributions to 
the debate. Hon Tim Clifford talked about general poverty in the state. He acknowledged the same things as 
I pointed out in my discussion. He also talked about a creative attitude to this; that we need to look at creative 
ideas to solve these problems. He mentioned in particular a program targeted at hardship customers. That is a great 
idea. The government should certainly look into that. We know who those people are and that they are facing extra 
hardship at the moment, so a program to support them in some way is a great idea. 

Hon Rick Mazza mentioned that low-income families are struggling and said that the number of people on HUGS 
has increased from 17 000 to 27 000 over two years. He also mentioned the lack of competition in power 
generation, which we know now is retail power—in other words, Synergy. He also talked about striking a balance 
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between renewables and traditional power generation. Hon Diane Evers talked about energy options. Of course, 
the government’s response from Alannah MacTiernan — 
The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Dr Steve Thomas): That would be Hon Alannah MacTiernan. 
Hon COLIN TINCKNELL: Hon Alannah MacTiernan—thank you very much, Mr Acting President. I know that 
this matter does not come within her portfolio responsibilities, so I appreciate her contribution to the debate. I agree 
that we cannot keep just plying more money into HUGS and that we should be finding out why HUGS is accessed 
so much. The program needs to be improved. It was good to hear that. We also heard that Newstart has not increased 
in many years. I acknowledge that. Not too many people in this place would disagree with that and we will need to 
continue to talk to another government about that. Hon Alannah MacTiernan also suggested that a financial counselling 
program is needed. That is a very good suggestion. It was also good to hear that more rigour will be applied to the 
system with Synergy. I do not know whether it needs help or whether it has just been ignored, but it was good to 
hear her say that. She also mentioned the 180-day payment plan and that Synergy is working closely with 
customers, so I really look forward to that working a lot better than it has in the past. Hon Alannah MacTiernan 
also mentioned that concession customers will get help, which is great. However, she said nothing about energy 
prices coming down, which was a little disappointing because 80 per cent of people who access HUGS do so due 
to the price of energy. 
Hon Peter Collier talked about energy price rises and the history of HUGS, and that it rose from $2.6 million to 
$17 million under the previous government. He also provided a bit of history about electricity charges and 
wondered when the government would table information from the Economic Regulation Authority. 
In the short time that is available to me, I want to point out that this is an issue. I believe the government has made 
some very good moves to address this matter but more is needed. Hon Tim Clifford brought a great idea to the 
house: money is still needed for HUGS, but we cannot overlook the fact that most people access HUGS because 
of high energy prices. The government has raised energy prices by close to 28 per cent in the last two financial 
years. That needs to be looked at. We know that some problems have been addressed by increases in our GST share. 
We also know that there is more money in the coffers because commodity prices are going up. We need to invest 
in the people of WA into the future. People are our future. We need to support them when they are down. The 
government needs to continue to show that leadership and address this problem. Thank you very much. 
Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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