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BUDGET CARD SCHEME 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.51 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for 
Energy and relates to the recent decision of Western Power to increase its minimum payment under its budget 
card scheme from $20 to $30 from 1 March 2004.  I have had numerous complaints about the change, principally 
from seniors.  Although today I am talking about seniors, I believe this issue has broader application.   

Under the scheme, the Western Power budget card allows a customer to pay amounts of $30 or more in advance 
towards the customer’s next bill.  This can be done weekly or fortnightly, or in fact at any time that suits the 
customer.  These amounts are automatically deducted from the customer’s next account, leaving the customer 
less or maybe even nothing to pay when the bill arrives.  I understand that the change made by Western Power 
followed an extensive review of the system, which has been in place since 1991.  According to Western Power, 
the change reflects the increased costs associated with administering this payment system.  However, I contend 
that any such review would have excluded a range of considerations, which I believe should have been taken into 
account.  I note also that other utilities operate similar schemes at the $20 level.  Alinta has an Alinta budget 
card, which permits prepayment amounts of $20 or more.  Similarly, Telstra issues payment cards and sets the 
minimum payment at $20, and payments can be made at any Telstra shop or post office.   

Since 1998, the Australian Bureau of Statistics has collected data about households in financial stress.  In its first 
survey, the ABS found that about one-third of all Australian households suffered some degree of financial stress.  
Two of the indicators that the ABS used to measure this financial stress were, firstly, the householder could not 
afford to heat the home and, secondly, the householder could not pay electricity, gas or telephone bills on time.  
At that time, two per cent of households could not afford to heat the home and 16 per cent could not pay the bills 
on time.  In its submission to the minimum wage case earlier this year, the Australian Council of Trade Unions 
provided updated ABS unpublished data on financial stress in households.  This updated data showed that 
throughout Australia, 537 000 people were unable to pay their electricity, gas or phone bills on time.   

Anecdotal evidence I have learnt from various emergency relief agencies and welfare groups suggests that 
assistance to pay Western Power bills continues to be sought at high volumes.  To some extent, this is attributed 
to the lack of inquiry by Western Power in the first place about a person’s ability to pay, and even rudimentary 
inquiries are not made before connection occurs.  In this context, I appreciate that if such checks meant a delay 
in connection, Western Power could rightly be criticised for not meeting its community service obligations.  
However, I make this point only to emphasise that this lack of diligence and inquiry at that point may well 
increase debt recovery costs.  Instead of improving things at that end of the market, Western Power seeks to 
penalise the prudent and thrifty, who want to make sensible arrangements to avoid their getting into difficulty.  I 
understand that, overall, Western Power spends approximately $8 million on debt collection, which includes 
credit management and billing.  I am not sure what component of the total accounts for the administration costs 
of the budget card, but it is apparent that it would not be large within the overall scheme.   

I note that in Western Power’s annual report of 2003, it observed -  

Against this industry backdrop, Western Power delivered its eighth straight year of record returns to the 
State Government.  The company achieved a Debt to Equity ratio of 62/38 this year, a vast 
improvement on 80/20 in 1995/96.   

A strong focus on controlling costs and increasing efficiencies across the company was critical in 
delivering our record annual result, in an environment of growing costs.  We implemented firm 
strategies to ensure sustained strong performance and continuation of our pursuit to drive down the cost 
of electricity for customers across the state.   

It is clearly commendable that Western Power has made significant inroads into controlling its overheads and by 
introducing efficiencies, because this means that a greater dividend can be returned to the community and can be 
invested to improve power delivery infrastructure.  Nevertheless, to limit accessibility to the budget card by 
raising the minimum payment level disproportionately discriminates against the fiscally prudent and thrifty and, 
most significantly, against seniors, who are the major users of the scheme.   

A profile of WA seniors released earlier this year shows that one-third of all WA seniors have a low gross 
weekly income of between zero dollars and $199; one-quarter of all seniors have a gross weekly income that 
ranges between $200 and $299 a week; two per cent of all seniors say that they have a nil or negative income; 
and four per cent of seniors have a weekly income greater than $1 000.  In other words, 60 per cent of seniors in 
WA are living on restricted incomes, which means that they cannot necessarily lay their hands on an additional 
$10, plus the original $20, to pay towards their next bill.  It is also relevant when talking about seniors’ incomes 
to remember that, especially in an electorate such as mine, many seniors do not own their homes but are in 
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public housing.  Thereby, a greater percentage of their income is spent on rental accommodation than is spent by, 
say, self-funded retirees.  This also significantly reduces their disposable income and the likelihood that they will 
be able to afford the additional $10.   

I know that the minister is extremely sympathetic to these issues, and I know that at every opportunity he 
encourages thrift and good economic management.  I also know that he will want to ensure that Western Power 
continues on its path towards greater efficiencies and debt reduction.  Nevertheless, maintaining the payment 
level for the budget card at $20 would keep faith with our seniors, who are long-term customers of Western 
Power and, before that, the State Energy Commission of Western Australia and who are sincere and 
conscientious in meeting their financial obligations in a timely and responsible fashion.   

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont - Minister for Energy) [9.58 am]:  One of the best contributions we can make to 
assist people on low incomes is to keep down the costs of the utility services they require.  We have not 
increased electricity prices in our four budgets.  We have never increased concessional public transport fares.  
Those are important contributions to keep down the burden particularly on people on low incomes who need 
these types of essential services.   

The change that was introduced by Western Power does not involve people paying more for their electricity.  
Western Power has had a scheme under which people can pay their electricity bills by instalment.  The minimum 
instalment had been $20.  Following a review, Western Power increased the minimum instalment to $30.  The 
reason that Western Power did that was to reduce the high transaction costs that it had incurred as a result of the 
minimum $20 payment.   

I have been concerned because objections have been expressed to me.  I believe the member for Girrawheen has 
very cogently put forward the types of objections that have been raised with me.  I have in turn raised those 
concerns with Western Power.  Western Power has advised me that it will be conducting what it calls a post-
implementation review of the change in September this year.  I will arrange for the Hansard excerpt of the 
member’s comments to be submitted to Western Power for it to consider as it goes through its review process. 

I agree with the member that although it is important for Western Power to keep down its costs, to operate 
efficiently, effectively and productively, and to keep down its prices, this is a drop in the bucket in the overall 
scheme of things.  It saves Western Power a relatively small amount of money compared with its overall revenue 
and overall profit.  I notice that there is some focus from time to time on Western Power’s profit.  As a 
government-owned enterprise, it pays a dividend to the Government.  That dividend to the Government supports 
things such as the $808 million increase in annual spending on health from the last budget of the Court 
Government to the fourth budget of the Gallop Government, or the $159 million increase in spending on police 
from the last budget of the Court Government to the fourth budget of the Gallop Government. 

I have also been advised by Western Power that there is an alternative arrangement for payment of utility bills by 
instalment operated by Centrelink.  That payment scheme is called Centrepay.  I am advised that customers can 
make a $20 payment using Centrepay.  It seems to me that most of the people about whom the member for 
Girrawheen is concerned would be people on Centrelink benefits.  It may be, therefore, that what is required is 
an adequate communication to people that if they are really concerned about having to make a minimum 
payment of $30, rather than a minimum payment of $20, they have this alternative avenue available to them 
through Centrelink.  I am advised that if people take advantage of that Centrelink arrangement, there is no 
additional cost for them or for Western Power.  Therefore, we might end up with a win-win situation. 

Mr B.K. Masters:  I have one constituent in my electorate who has advised that the difference between $20 and 
$30 is a significant additional cost for her. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Of course, that constituent would probably make two $30 payments to pay off $60, rather than 
three $20 payments.  Nevertheless, I can understand that people on low incomes have a much more difficult 
budgeting task than even the Treasurer of the State.  Therefore, that $10 difference might make a big cash-flow 
difficulty, as it would be called in accounting terms. 

The scheme has been instituted.  It is difficult at this stage to have an immediate return to the old arrangements.  
I believe that such an approach would only create further confusion.  Nevertheless, there will be a post-
implementation review.  I will ensure that the comments of the member for Girrawheen and the interjection of 
the member for Vasse are taken into account by Western Power.  I believe that the answer for most people, if 
they are still concerned about this, will be to take up the Centrepay option.  In that way, Western Power can have 
its reform, and people can still have the flexibility that they want with the level of instalment payments that they 
make. 

I will just conclude with the final observation that in the end, of course, rather than talking about instalment 
payment schemes, we always need to be conscious of the burdens that we are putting on low-income families 
through state charges and fees.  That is why we have a household model when we do our budgeting and always 
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look at water charges, public transport fares, motor vehicle licence fees, drivers’ licence fees and electricity 
charges.  We always aim to keep our charges and fees in that household model below the inflation rate.  The 
impact of our activities is an $86 real decrease in household fees and charges, compared with a $296 increase in 
the coalition Government’s last term.   

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Grievances noted. 
 


