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Across most of Australia, the electricity industry is in the midst of a major rollout of so-called
“smart meters” led by retailers — your household may very well have one already.

With the exception of Western Australia and the Northern Territory (and Victoria which has
them already

), all new and replacement meters will now be smart. This means that instead of simply
recording electricity use for later checking, they can give retailers detailed consumption data,
measured at 30-minute intervals or less — and also allow the supply to be turned on or off
remotely.

Read more: Smart meters don't make us any smarter about enerqy use

Retailers can also offer to upgrade select customers’ existing meters to smart meters (again
with the exception of Victoria, which has a blanket rollout), and consumers are free to accept or
decline (except where a broken or ageing meter is being replaced).

This is an important testing ground for the soon-to-be legislated Consumer Data Right , which
aims to give consumers better access to their own data, which in turn will help them save
money.

But our research has found that under the current policy settings consumers are not getting the
full range of benefits from the smart meter rollout, for a few main reasons.

Getting smart on bills

The main consumer benefit of a smart meter is to reduce electricity bills. But to do this,
consumers need easy access to their daily electricity usage data, which can then be translated
into useful information that enables them to compare tariffs. Consumers ought to be able



https://www.aemc.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/29328539-8eb5-4c34-952d-2a44ab5d12c5/Information-sheet-consumer-benefits.PDF
http://www.smartmeters.vic.gov.au/
http://www.smartmeters.vic.gov.au/
http://theconversation.com/smart-meters-dont-make-us-any-smarter-about-energy-use-23057
https://ministers.pmc.gov.au/taylor/2017/australians-own-their-own-banking-energy-phone-and-internet-data
http://geography.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/2685643/Smart-er-meter-policy-230218.pdf
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choose such value-added services from third party providers by granting access to this data.

But consumers cannot currently access their daily electricity usage data when they need it free
of charge . There is no
common data format nor a simple way to authorise third-party access to the data, thus creating
extra costs for third parties.

Retailers can charge a fee to access consumer data, effectively blocking rival companies that
might be offering cheaper retail tariffs. But if consumers themselves could allow third parties to
access their metering data, subject to security and privacy protections, it would give those
consumers a much wider choice of tariffs and services.

Currently the federal government’s Energy Made Easy website (run by the Australian Energy
Regulator) does not let consumers compare tariffs and services in a timely and user-friendly
way. There are proposals to reform the
website, and there is no shortage of good existing examples on which it might be modelled,
such as the Victorian government’s

Switch On

and the

North American Green Button initiative

Getting involved

It is not enough that these tools simply exist; consumers must be actively encouraged to use
them. This involves a wide-ranging, effective and ongoing consumer education campaign.

While there are highly active energy “prosumers” who generate and sell their own power and
actively monitor and manage their energy use, most households do not fall into this category .

Most customers need information and encouragement to take up opportunities arising out of
smart meter data. This will require much better communications by governments, retailers,
networks, consumers and community organisations as an integral part of the smart meter
rollout.
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http://www.drmartingill.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Ensuring-Consumers-Benefit-from-Smart-Meters-v01.pdf
http://www.drmartingill.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Ensuring-Consumers-Benefit-from-Smart-Meters-v01.pdf
https://www.oaic.gov.au/engage-with-us/submissions/data-availability-and-use-submission-to-productivity-commission-issues-paper
https://www.energymadeeasy.gov.au/about-us
http://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Electricity-Meter-Data-Portability-Discussion-Paper.pdf
https://www.vic.gov.au/news/switch-on.html
http://www.greenbuttondata.org/
https://www.aemc.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/b7474c0b-8f1b-4e62-87ed-6aa551f3649d/2017-retail-competition-infographic-2-FINAL.pdf
http://energyconsumersaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Energy-Consumer-Sentiment-Survey-Key-Findings-June2017.pdf
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No one left behind

Electricity is an essential service, and policymakers need to ensure that the benefits of smart
meters flow to everyone, not just the most switched-on customers.

Even with the help of the tools and campaigns described above, there are those who may still
miss out on the benefits — such as, for example, vulnerable consumers who engage with smart
meters but end up making poor choices through a lack of financial or digital literacy.

What’s more, remotely read meters make it easier to disconnect users , which again is likely to
disproportionately affect the most vulnerable members of the community. Adequate consumer
protections need to be built into the smart meter rollout. This involves ensuring that hardship
provisions in the Nation
al Energy Customer Framework

, concessions, and information provision keeps pace with developments in the metering market.

Read more: Smart meters, dumb policy: the Victorian experience

The retailer-led rollout is likely to be slow and could lead to a highly uneven patchwork of meters
across Australia, and therefore uneven customer benefits. There are many reasons for this.
Existing “dumb” meters have a long useful life and regularly last more than 30 years (some are
more than 40 years old!); there is a lack of scale in the deployment by retailers who do not have
contracts with all customers in a local area; certain customer groups may be deemed
“uneconomic” by retailers and not offered new meters; and households in areas with poor
mobile network coverage (most likely rural and regional areas) are unlikely to be offered a smart
meter.

Such a large-scale rollout of new meters, which is piecemeal in some places and not in others,
is bound to be difficult and there is no perfect model. The market for smart meters is in its
infancy and needs careful monitoring and evaluation as it develops. But policymakers
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https://www.vinnies.org.au/content/Document/VIC/2016-June-Households-in-the-dark2.pdf
https://www.energy.gov.au/government-priorities/energy-markets/national-energy-customer-framework
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http://theconversation.com/smart-meters-dumb-policy-the-victorian-experience-47685
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nevertheless need to get on the front foot and guarantee simple access to smart meter data and
services for all consumers; actively encourage and demonstrate to consumers how these
services can lower their electricity costs; and most of all ensure that no one is left behind in this
emerging market.

This article was coauthored by Gavin Dufty, Policy and Research Manager, St Vincent de Paul,
and

Dr Martin Gill

, an independent energy consultant and consumer advocate who has previously developed
smart metering products.

Dr Martin Gill has previously developed electricity metering products.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/smart-electricity-meters-are-here-but-more-is-needed-t
0-make-them-useful-to-customers-92029
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