
A
 national advocacy project to inform

 and em
pow

er sm
all 

businesses about how
 to m

ost effectively ‘future proof’ them
selves 

from
 unexpected and unplanned future energy price increases.
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   •   The rise in energy prices is dam
aging A

ustralian 
sm

all businesses, significantly reducing their 
profitability, affecting their cash flow

, restricting 
their capital expenditure and in som

e cases 
requiring them

 to cut staff hours.

   •   O
ver 50%

 rented their prem
ises, w

hich m
eant there 

w
ere far few

er energy saving m
easures available to 

them
 com

pared w
ith businesses that ow

ned their 
properties. 

   •   S
m

all business ow
ners reported feeling high levels 

of stress and anxiety about future energy bills. 
A

 startling 85%
 of respondents said they w

ould 
struggle to absorb any future energy price rises, 
and 1 in 8 businesses surveyed w

ere already unable 
to pay their energy bills. 

C
ase studies of 9 sm

all businesses nationally in 
different industries dem

onstrate the varied nature of 
energy usage and capacity for energy savings both 
by location and by industry. The com

m
on them

e w
as 

that m
ost sm

all businesses do not possess either the 
tim

e or the level of expertise required to negotiate 
the plethora of com

peting and confusing offers in 
the current energy m

arket.  W
ith the best w

ill - and 
financial incentives - in the w

orld, sm
all business needs 

additional support to m
ake the m

ost cost effective 
decisions, and they overw

helm
ingly w

ant third party 
‘trusted’ advice to deliver this (such as industry 
associations w

ith their best interests at heart), not 

O
ne m

illion sm
all businesses are affected by rising 

energy costs, and m
any of them

 are struggling to 
m

eet ongoing energy price rises. The lack of detailed 
national quantitative and qualitative data on sm

all 
business energy costs has m

ade it difficult to dem
and 

action from
 regulators and governm

ents. This Energy 
B

ill S
hock project begins to address this gap.

The report builds on inquiries by Energy C
onsum

ers 
A

ustralia (EC
A

), the A
ustralian C

om
petition and 

C
onsum

er C
om

m
ission (A

C
C

C
) and the A

ustralian 
Energy M

arket C
om

m
ission (A

EM
C

), by talking directly 
to sm

all business ow
ners about the im

pact of rising 
energy prices on their current operations and future 
plans, identifying gaps in existing tools and resources 
m

eant to assist sm
all business w

ith m
anagem

ent 
and reduction of energy costs, and developing 
recom

m
endations to achieve real change.

A
s part of this project, C

O
S

B
O

A
 conducted a national 

survey of over 200 sm
all-to-m

edium
 enterprises 

and conducted in-depth case study interview
s w

ith 9 
businesses in a range of industries and locations, along 
w

ith a literature review
 into the current ‘state of play’ in 

the A
ustralian energy m

arket.

The survey found:

   •   78%
 of businesses have seen their energy costs 

increase in the past tw
o years.

energy retailers prom
oting their ow

n products.

This report sum
m

arises the findings from
 C

O
S

B
O

A’s 
research, providing a snapshot of com

m
on issues 

sm
all businesses face due to unpredictable energy 

price rises. It also outlines the steps businesses have 
taken them

selves to address these bill shocks.

R
ecom

m
endations (S

ection G
) have been developed 

in four key areas that represent the m
ost pressing and 

com
m

on needs:

   •   Em
pow

ering sm
all business w

ith better inform
ation 

   •  Legislative and regulatory reform
s 

   •  S
upport for businesses in rented prem

ises

   •   Taking practical action through a tailored set of 
tools 

C
O

S
B

O
A

 w
ill use this report and its findings to 

advocate to governm
ent on behalf of sm

all business, 
and w

ill continue to pursue a range of potential 
partnership agreem

ents w
ith private and energy sector 

stakeholders to deliver practical outcom
es for their 

m
em

bers. 

A
t a tim

e of significant interest and debate, C
O

S
B

O
A

 
w

ants to ensure that future energy policy settings take 
the needs of A

ustralia’s sm
all business com

m
unity--the 

backbone of the econom
y in this country-into account. 
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m
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The A
C

C
C

 m
ade a num

ber of recom
m

endations in its 
2018 report about m

easures to specifically address the 
issues and barriers faced by sm

all business. G
etting 

sm
all business off ‘standing offers’ w

as the m
ost 

pressing issue, but the A
C

C
C

 recognised that this could 
not happen in an environm

ent of poor and generic 
inform

ation that didn’t speak to its audience. This is 
w

hy it proposed: 

   •   that G
overnm

ents should fund sm
all business 

organisations to provide tailored electricity retail 
m

arket advice ($10 m
illion over 3 years) 

   •   G
overnm

ents and m
arket bodies should develop 

specific electricity m
arket aw

areness cam
paigns 

targeted at sm
all business custom

ers

C
O

S
B

O
A’s project builds on these recom

m
endations 

and calls for m
ore practical action from

 governm
ents 

and the energy sector to help stop the price gouging, 
and em

pow
er sm

all businesses to get back in control  
of their energy useage and energy bills.

Th
e Prob

lem
: Sm

all b
usiness energy b

ill 
increases are unsustainab

le

In the energy sector, ‘sm
all business custom

ers’ are 
defined as those sm

all and m
edium

 enterprises (S
M

Es) 
that consum

e less than 100M
W

h per year - and there 
are over one m

illion such custom
ers nationw

ide.

The A
C

C
C

 R
etail Electricity Pricing Inquiry of July 

2018 confirm
ed w

hat sm
all businesses have know

n 
for a long tim

e - that m
any of them

 are being price 
gouged on electricity and that “the current situation is 
unacceptable and unsustainable”. 

B
ased on num

erous recent inquiries by leading 
A

ustralian consum
er energy stakeholders, and the 

reported experience of C
O

S
B

O
A

 m
em

bers, it is clear 
that the particular issues and needs of sm

all business 
energy custom

ers are not being addressed.

Introd
uction
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This report, Energy B
ill S

hock: Future Proofing 
S

m
all B

usiness, presents the findings of 
C

O
S

B
O

A’s national research and advocacy 
project to identify how

 fluctuations in electricity 
and gas bills have affected A

ustralian sm
all 

business and w
hat practical steps can be taken 

to address this issue. 
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   •   G
old-plating of poles and w

ires has m
assively 

increased the cost of distributing energy through 
the grid in the past tw

o decades. G
overnm

ent’s 
heavy subsidisation of netw

ork operators 
infrastructure upgrades and their failure to 
effectively understand or regulate this process has 
exacerbated the problem

. N
etw

ork operators are 
responsible for transm

itting the electricity from
 

the generators through the poles and w
ires. These 

netw
ork operators engaged in ‘gold-plating’ - costly 

and often unnecessary upgrades of infrastructure 
that pushed up electricity distribution charges.

   •   B
arriers to sw

itching energy providers sm
others 

com
petition and keeps prices high. It is still difficult 

for businesses and households to sw
itch from

 one 
retailer to another. S

om
etim

es consum
ers have to 

pay a ‘penalty fee’ just to sw
itch to another retailer. 

It takes a lot of tim
e and hassle for little perceived 

benefit. C
onsum

ers basically get the sam
e 

service, no m
atter w

ho they go w
ith, and because 

R
eview

ing the m
ost recent literature, it is clear that:

   •   D
eregulation com

bined w
ith a lack of com

petition 
have pushed electricity retail prices up. The energy 
retail sector is dom

inated by several m
assive 

com
panies that control 97%

 of the retail m
arket. 

D
ue to the effective m

onopolies that the biggest 
energy com

panies hold over the electricity retail 
m

arket, there is little genuine com
petition in the 

m
arket. A

s is typical in m
onopolistic system

s, 
the big retailer-generator com

panies are m
aking 

w
indfall profits by setting prices high and passing 

the costs of increased com
petition (through m

ore 
m

arketing, custom
er outreach and advertising) 

onto energy consum
ers. This price gouging m

ay 
reduce over tim

e, as the num
ber of sm

all retailers 
increases and grow

 their m
arket share. 
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$
W

hat is causing the rise in 
electricity p

rices? 
inform

ation on pricing is so obtuse, com
plex and 

confusing, it’s often difficult to tell w
hether there 

are any real financial savings w
ill be achieved.

   •   C
losure of old pow

er plants is causing spikes 
in w

holesale electricity prices. A
bout 85%

 of 
A

ustralia’s electricity supply com
es from

 fossil 
fuels, but m

ore than tw
o-thirds of A

ustralia’s coal 
generation plants are reaching the end of their life, 
and w

ill need to be retired by about 2035. W
ith 

the closure of several large pow
er stations in the 

last 2 years, and the expected closure of several 
m

ore, the A
ustralian Energy M

arket O
perator is 

now
 paying several large gas plants and diesel 

generators to operate on stand-by to cover any 
unexpected fluctuations in electricity dem

ands.



$

G
as prices in A

ustralia’s dom
estic gas m

arket have 
also risen sharply in the past few

 years due to 
another kind of m

arket failure. A
n investigation by the 

A
ustralian C

om
petition and C

onsum
er C

om
m

ission 
found that there w

as actually a surplus of gas in 
A

ustralia, rather than a gas shortage, as argued by 
the large gas com

panies. H
ow

ever the sm
all num

ber 
of operating gas com

panies behaved like a cartel and 
sold their surplus gas on the overseas spot m

arket, 
dem

onstrably pushing up gas prices in A
ustralia by 

restricting supply and creating a shortage.  

The A
C

C
C

 has called for changes to the w
ay gas is 

priced and restrictions on the am
ount of dom

estic gas 
that can be sold on overseas m

arkets, to ensure that 
sufficient gas is supplied in the A

ustralian m
arket. 

A
gain, because of the sm

all num
ber of players in 

the dom
estic gas m

arket, there has been insufficient 
com

petition to low
er prices. 
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W
hat is causing the rise in gas 

p
rices? 

G
as and gas-pow

ered 
generators are also an im

portant 
part of electricity generation, 
so higher gas prices feed in to 
higher electricity prices, leading 
to a double hit for m

any.

—
 R

od S
im

s, A
C

C
C

 C
hairm

an
G

as Inquiry 2017-20 Interim
 R

eport 

“

 ”
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O
ther sources have estim

ated energy bills based on the 
their annual usage:

   •   Through the governm
ent-operated Energy M

ade 
Easy w

ebsite, the A
ustralian Energy R

egulator 
(A

ER
) has estim

ated that an annual electricity bill 
for a sm

all business in 2015 w
as $4155, based on 

consum
ption of 10 m

egaw
att hours (M

W
h). 

  •   The A
ugust 2017 Thw

aites R
eview

, a bipartisan 
review

 by the V
ictorian parliam

ent into electricity 
and gas retail m

arkets, found that in V
ictoria an 

annual electricity bill for a sm
all business w

as 
$2,944 based on 10M

W
h of consum

ption in 2017, 
w

ith an average annual gas bill for a sm
all business 

in V
ictoria com

ing in at $7,425 for consum
ption of 

500 gigajoules. 

Energy C
onsum

ers A
ustralia, through their S

M
E Tariff 

Tracker report, provides an annual average estim
ate 

by jurisdiction, dem
onstrating the w

ide range w
ithin 

a jurisdiction such as N
S

W
 as w

ell as the range 
nationally w

ith S
outh A

ustralia having by far the 
highest electricity costs.

C
urrently there is very lim

ited inform
ation on the 

energy usage of S
M

Es throughout the day, over a w
eek 

and throughout the year. There is also  little granular 
data on the typical costs of electricity and gas for S

M
Es 

by sector.  H
ow

ever, from
 a range of sources w

e have 
the follow

ing estim
ates, based on a varying m

easures 
around energy usage and business size:

A
verage annual electricity costs in 2017-18 by business 

size

S
ource: 2018 A

EM
C

 R
eview

 of N
ational R

etail Energy C
om

petition

A
verage annual energy costs for sm

all businesses in 
2016-17 by S

tate or Territory:

S
ource: Energy C

onsum
ers A

ustralia, S
m

all and M
edium

 Enterprise 
R

etail Tariff Tracker Project, A
nalysis of sm

all business retail energy 
bills in A

ustralia, D
ecem

ber 2017
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$
Sm

all B
usiness energy p

rices now
: 

w
hat w

e know
 

Business type
Average annual 
electricity cost

 S
ole traders and partnerships

$1,932

 M
icrobusinesses (1-4 em

ployees)
$3,779

 S
m

all businesses (5-19 em
ployees)

$7,465

  M
edium

 businesses (20-199 
em

ployees)
$12,570

A
verage across all businesses

$3,731

Jurisdiction

Average annual 
electricity costs 

(at benchm
ark of 

20M
W

h 
consum

ed/year)

Average annual 
gas costs 

(at benchm
ark of 

100,000M
J 

consum
ed/year)

S
A

$8,555
$3,222

N
S

W
R

anges from
 

$5,700 to $7,230
$2,685

A
C

T
$5,915

$3,280

Q
LD

$5,820
R

anges from
 

$3,280 to $4,090

W
A

$6,860
N

ot available

TA
S

$5,880
$4,300

N
T

$6,265
N

ot available

V
IC

$5,850
$1,950



$

A
verage annual energy price rises for sm

all businesses 
in 2016-17 by S

tate or Territory:

S
ource: 2018 A

EM
C

 R
eview

 of N
ational R

etail Energy C
om

petition

A
 recent report from

 the A
ustralian Energy M

arket 
C

om
m

ission (A
EM

C
) show

s that m
ore than a third of 

A
ustralian sm

all businesses are grappling w
ith bill 

shock - unpredictable jum
ps in energy bills - that are 

badly affecting their bottom
 line. S

om
e businesses 

have even had to let staff go just to pay their energy 
costs, w

hile others w
ho are trading overseas have no 

w
ay of passing on the rise in prices to their custom

ers, 
so end up getting squeezed. 

S
om

e of the w
orst affected businesses are in retail, 

trade and m
anufacturing, although high energy 

costs are having an im
pact on hospitality and 

accom
m

odation businesses too. 

W
hile the cost of energy varies across jurisdictions,  

the one com
m

on factor is energy price rises. 
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Energy b
ill increases across the 

b
oard

 

Jurisdiction

Average annual 
electricity price

 increases
(benchm

ark of 
20M

W
h/year)

Average annual gas 
price increases 
(benchm

ark of 
100,000M

J/year)

S
A

36%
 ($2250)

-1%
 

N
S

W
28%

6%
 ($160)

A
C

T
27.5%

10%
 ($310)

Q
LD

17%
6%

 ($200)

W
A

10%
-16%

TA
S

5%
3%

 ($140)

N
T

1%
N

ot available

V
IC

19%
16%

 ($270)

Electricity retail bills w
ere up 

22%
 in South A

ustralia and the 
AC

T in A
pril, com

pared w
ith the 

sam
e tim

e last year. In N
SW

, bills 
increased by 15%

.

—
E

C
A

 S
M

E
 R

etail Tariff 
Tracking P

roject, 2017

“

 ”



$

W
hat are sm

all b
usiness electricity 

costs m
ad

e up
 of?

?
In addition to som

e of the structural problem
s w

ith 
the national energy m

arket, highlighted in the recent 
A

C
C

C
 inquiry into electricity retail pricing, the follow

ing 
factors can all add up to a big energy bill: 

   •  never sw
itching providers;

   •  energy guzzling appliances;

   •  poorly insulated buildings;

   •  high heating and cooling costs; 

   •   irrigation and/or pum
ping system

s; and 

   •   not know
ing that sm

all decisions on w
hen and how

 
to use energy can influence your bills.

S
m

all businesses experience a large am
ount of 

variation across retail electricity plans, due in part to 
the different costs of distributing and transm

itting 
electricity in specific geographic areas and the high 
prices set by large electricity retailers in m

arkets 
w

ith poor genuine com
petition. B

usinesses are also 
frequently charged different rates for their consum

ption 
of electricity, based on the tim

e of day (peak versus 
off-peak).

Typically, the three biggest com
ponents of an electricity 

bill are:

   •      the netw
ork cost of distributing electricity (36%

)

   •   the added cost of the electricity charged by the 
retailer and passed on to the business (30%

); and 

   •   the w
holesale cost of electricity (19%

)

This m
eans that the extent of energy consum

ption 
is still a significant com

ponent of the overall bill. S
o 

if businesses are able to substantially reduce their 
consum

ption they can also reduce their bills and soften 
the negative effects of electricity price spikes. 
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The A
EM

C
 R

etail Energy C
om

petition R
eview

 
of M

arch 2018 surveyed over 800 sm
all 

businesses about their energy bills, their 
aw

areness of different energy providers and 
their level of custom

er satisfaction w
ith their 

energy providers. 1 The results painted a grim
 

picture of sm
all business’ experience w

ith 
gas and electricity providers, w

ith increases 
in the severity of bill shocks over tim

e and  
increasing custom

er dissatisfaction. A
 m

ajority 
of S

M
Es w

ere also understandably reluctant 
to spend the capital to adopt energy efficiency 
upgrades w

ith high up-front costs, given that 
for m

any, bill increases w
ere in no w

ay related 
to changes in their energy usage. 

1 The survey w
as restricted to businesses using betw

een 40-160 M
W

h of electricity and betw
een 400G

J-1000G
J of gas annually.

A
lm

ost 40%
 of S

M
Es surveyed 

had experienced bill shock in the 
past few

 years

N
otably there w

as no increase 
in the num

ber of businesses 
experiencing bill shock betw

een 
2017 and 2018, but the severity of 
the bill shock betw

een 2017 and 

2018 increased by over 50%
 

(a jum
p from

 an average of $371 
unexpected increase in an energy 
bill to a $491 unexpected increase 
in a single energy bill)

20
17-18$

The average cost increase for 
businesses w

ho experienced 
bill shock w

as 

$491

60%
 of respondents w

ho 
experienced bill shock attributed 
this to changes in the underlying 
costs of energy, w

ith 27%
 

identifying increased energy use 
as a factor

The A
EM

C
 report dem

onstrated the follow
ing factors in energy bill shocks for sm

all business:

H
alf of these businesses 

sim
ply absorbed the costs of the 

bill shock and another half 
m

ade efforts to cut their energy 
usage in response to the bill 
shock



   •   B
usinesses in regional and rem

ote areas are m
uch 

less confident about their capacity to find better 
energy deals than businesses in m

etropolitan areas.

A
ttitudes tow

ards energy saving m
easures

B
ig energy saving m

easures are often inaccessible: 
A

 m
ajority of S

M
ES

 are reluctant to explore energy 
saving m

easures given their high up-front costs, such 
as energy m

onitoring softw
are, rooftop solar, battery 

storage and solar hot w
ater - A

EM
C

 Inquiry / C
olm

ar 
B

runton.

The survey found that, in general S
M

Es are reluctant 
to explore energy saving m

easures w
ith up-front costs 

- such as energy m
onitoring softw

are, rooftop solar, 
battery storage and solar hot w

ater. For exam
ple:

   •   over half of all respondents said they ‘definitely 
w

on’t’ install batteries in the next tw
o years. 

   •   62%
 said they definitely w

on’t install solar hot 
w

ater.

   •   51%
 said they ‘definitely w

on’t’ install solar panels. 2

Energy retail sw
itching is confusing and tim

e-
consum

ing

M
ost sm

all businesses are on standard offers, 
w

hich m
eans they are getting price gouged for their 

electricity, as alm
ost all standing offers are over-priced. 

S
m

all businesses could be saving $1000 - $3,500 
per year by m

oving from
 ‘standing offers’ to m

edian 
m

arket offers, according to the A
ustralian Energy 

M
arket O

perator.

   •   There w
as a significant dip in aw

areness of energy 
bill com

parison w
ebsites betw

een 2018 (22%
 

aw
are) and 2017 (41%

 aw
are).

   •   D
eregulation of the electricity retail industry 

in several states has increased the num
ber of 

businesses contacted by com
peting retailers. 79%

 
of respondents w

ere approached by a retailer in 
2018, com

pared to 49%
 in 2017. O

f those that had 
sw

itched, m
ost w

ere very satisfied w
ith their new

 
offer, although no inform

ation w
as collected on 

relative price differences for those businesses that 
had sw

itched providers. 

   •   The level of dissatisfaction w
ith electricity 

retailers has been increasing year-on-year. 45%
 of 

respondents w
ere not satisfied w

ith their electricity 
provider. S

atisfaction w
ith gas providers rem

ained 
steady at 64%

. 

B
usiness custom

er dissatisfaction is high 
   •   The level of dissatisfaction w

ith electricity 
retailers has been increasing year-on-year. 45%

 of 
respondents w

ere not satisfied w
ith their electricity 

provider. S
atisfaction w

ith gas providers rem
ained 

steady at 64%
.

 •   B
usinesses in regional and rem

ote areas are m
uch 

less confident about their capacity to find better 
energy deals than businesses in m

etropolitan areas. 

C
O

S
B

O
A’s S

urvey of over 200 sm
all businesses in 

A
ugust 2018 (see next page) builds on these findings.
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2 There w
as no disaggregation of responses based on property type, so it is not clear w

hat the deciding factor is here - inability to act due to lease conditions or reluctance to invest for other reasons.



To build on existing research, and to directly understand the im
pact of rising energy bills on S

M
Es, from

 July to O
ctober 2018, C

O
S

B
O

A
 conducted a national online survey 

w
ith over 200 businesses responding. 

C
O

SB
O

A
 N

ational Survey R
esults
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The rise in energy prices is 
dam

aging A
ustralian sm

all 
businesses, significantly reducing 
their profitability, affecting their 
cash flow

, restricting their capital 
expenditure and in som

e cases 
requiring them

 to cut staff hours. 

$

78%
 of businesses have seen 

their energy costs increase in the 
past tw

o years. 

O
ver 50%

 rented their 
prem

ises, w
hich m

eant there 
w

ere far few
er energy saving 

m
easures available to them

 
com

pared w
ith businesses that 

ow
ned their properties. 

S
m

all business ow
ners reported 

feeling high levels of stress and 
anxiety about future energy bills. 

A
 startling 85%

 of respondents 
said they w

ould struggle to 
absorb any future energy price 
rises, and 1 in 8 businesses 
surveyed w

ere already unable to 
pay their energy bills. 

$

The results of the survey are set out in detail below
. The full set of survey questions can be view

ed in the A
ppendix.



C
O

SB
O

A
 N

ational Survey R
esults 

EN
ER

G
Y B

ILL SH
O

C
K

: FU
TU

R
E P

R
O

O
FIN

G
 SM

A
LL B

U
SIN

ESS
13

N
ational Snap

shot of Sm
all B

usiness Energy C
osts

U
nd

erstand
ing the im

p
act and

 d
oing m

ore to sup
p
ort sm

all b
usiness

N
ational sam

ple 
w

ith business 
represented from

 
all across A

ustralia. 

O
ver 200

 businesses 
responded to our 
online survey in 
July/S

eptem
ber 2018

15
%

B
usiness cam

e from
 

a m
ix of industries 

ranging from
 sole 

traders through 
to m

idsize sized 
business.

9
%21

%

22
%

24
%

14
%

S
ole 

traders

46
%

1-4 
Em

ployees

33
%

5-19 
Em

ployees

7
%

20-100
Em

ployees

Prem
ises typ

e
R

espondents to the snapshot survey represented a 
the full scale of operations from

 hom
e based business 

through m
ulti-site locations.  

31
%

H
om

e based
54

%

S
ingle site

15
%

M
ultisite

The results reveal that that w
hether respondents 

ow
ned or rented their business prem

ises is a key factor 
in their ability to respond to energy prices. 

55
%

R
enters

42
%

O
w

ners
3

%

M
ixed R

ent/O
w

n

Survey R
esp

ond
ents
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S
m

all businesses are connected w
ith

Pow
er Sources

99
%

Electricity
39

%

G
as

24
%

S
olar

2
%

H
om

e based

A
lternative energy 

by prem
ises type

8
%

R
enters

47
%

O
w

ners

S
atisfaction levels by energy type

21
%

S
atisfied

Electricity users

23
%

S
atisfied

G
as users

37
%

S
atisfied

A
lternate users

Energy p
rice rises are p

utting the b
rakes on sm

all b
usiness

53
%

have reduced 
profit m

argins

40
%

have reduced 
dividends

27
%

had to 
increase prices

23
%

reduce capital 
expenditure

19
%

stopped 
expanding the 

business

18
%

reduced staff 
and hours

$
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Energy bills have 
risen for m

ore than

3/4
 of sm

all 
businesses surveyed 

Energy b
ills

Tw
ice as m

any 
sm

all businesses are 
dissatisfied w

ith energy 
bills deals com

pared to 
those that are satisfied

Energy p
rice rises are signifi

cantly hurting sm
all b

usiness

1/8
sm

all businesses 
are already unable 
to pay energy bills

45
%

C
oncerned about 

their ability to pay 
into the future

68
%

of businesses have 
had their cash flow

 
affected by energy 

bills

58
%

of business ow
ners 

are stressed or 
anxious about 

energy bills

$
78

%
 

for 67
%

of 
businesses surveyed, 
rises have been 

over 10%
 

in the last 2 years

67
%

 
20

16
-18

54
%

 
$

B
usinesses on the b

rink

$
85

%
B

usiness w
ould struggle to 

incorporate future price rises. 

42
%

w
ould find it extrem

ely hard to 
incorporate future price rises 

8
%

had to increase business 
financing to pay energy bills.

4
%

O
nly 4%

 of sm
all business are able 

to com
fortably absorb increases. 

These findings dem
onstrate the need for urgent reform

s and regulatory changes to decrease the pressure on sm
all business from

 rising energy costs.



In addition to the online survey, C
O

S
B

O
A

 conducted 
in-depth interview

s w
ith 9 sm

all businesses to 
understand the im

pact of energy bill shocks in specific 
industries. These case studies convey the real-w

orld 
experience of sm

all business ow
ners grappling 

w
ith unpredictable and significant rises in energy 

costs. They dem
onstrate that regardless of location, 

business size or type, that increasing energy bills are 
creating great stress for business ow

ners.

O
verw

helm
ingly the business ow

ners w
anted to 

be able to take action to reduce their energy bills. 
H

ow
ever, w

ith all the pressures of running a sm
all 

business, becom
ing an ‘energy expert’ w

as the last 
thing on their to-do list. These case studies confirm

ed 
just how

 confusing and tim
e consum

ing it is for sm
all 

businesses to navigate all the inform
ation about 

energy costs and savings. They are desperate for an 
easier and m

ore accessible w
ay to address this part of 

their business needs.

C
ase Stud

ies
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U
sing case stud

ies to tell the real-w
orld

 exp
erience of sm

all b
usiness ow

ners

#1: Velvet Café
Hospitality, N

SW
#2: Eden Hair Energy
Hairdressing, ACT

#3: Collins Dairy Farm
Agriculture, VIC

Lim
ited by being in rented prem

ises. E
nergy 

efficient appliances not considered a priority 
in setup phase, but critical once operating.

H
airdressing a large pow

er user - but 
typically in rental prem

ises w
hich m

akes it 
harder to invest in energy savings m

easures 
or alternate pow

er sources.

E
nergy intensive business in regional area – 

lim
ited options for sw

itching providers, and 
operating 7 days/w

eek, 365 days/per year 
lim

its options for off-peak pow
er.

#4: East Brunsw
ick Kindergarten &

 
Childcare Centre, VIC

#5: AE Cranw
ell &

 Sons Brussel Sprout 
Farm

 Agriculture, SA
#6: Ten Pin Bow

ling
Recreation, Q

LD

The centre’s hours m
ake high costs from

 
peak energy pricing unavoidable. A

n energy 
audit uncovered a host of possible energy 
efficiency upgrades (insulation, replacing 
A

/C
 system

s, double glazing w
indow

s), but 
the up-front capital costs of these upgrades 
w

ere prohibitive.

The business had to absorb a $76,000 
annual electricity bill increase w

hen it cam
e 

of its last 3-year contract. The farm
 has also 

had to rely on extrem
ely expensive backup 

generators due to blackouts in S
outh 

A
ustralia.

M
ore than $250,000 annual energy bill.  

M
ajor differences in com

petitive and 
non-com

petitive m
arkets. B

usiness m
odel 

in leisure industry m
eans energy use 

reduction is difficult, particularly in w
arm

er 
clim

ates.

#7: N
ow

here M
an Brew

ing Co.
Hospitality, W

A
#8: Byron Bay Beach Hostel
Accom

m
odation, N

SW
#9: Foodw

orks Toow
oom

ba 
Independent Superm

arket, Retail, Q
LD

H
igh energy intensive business - brew

ing, 
heating, cooling and food preparation.  
S

pending over $45,000 per year - saving 
grace that busy periods are in off-peak tariff 
tim

es (evenings and w
eekends). Lim

ited 
com

petition for S
M

E
s in S

outh W
est 

Interconnected S
ystem

 of energy in W
A

.

O
ver $100,000 in annual pow

er bills, nearly 
double w

hat w
as expected. Investigating 

m
ultiple energy savings m

easures but 
various regulations lim

iting ability to act on 
them

. E
ducation of custom

ers and staff one 
practical strategy, but additional com

petition 
in region w

ould also m
ake a difference.

U
sed an energy broker to negotiate a fixed 

price contract for electricity. R
efrigeration 

and lighting are the m
ajor contributors to 

store electricity costs. R
egulations and 

red tape in Q
ueensland are preventing the 

ow
ner from

 installing rooftop solar panels.
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V
elvet B

yron C
afe

said the ow
ner A

nnie, “and I’d love to look into w
ays 

of reducing these costs. M
y accountant w

ould like m
e 

to look into them
 too!”

Velvet C
afe’s annual electricity bill for 2017 cost 

$12,700. They are on a discounted everyday business 
offer w

ith Energy A
ustralia, on a flat rate, paying 

0.36 cents per kW
h, and using around 10.6M

W
h of 

electricity each quarter (or just over 42M
W

h per year).

V
elvet is negotiating w

ith the land
lord

 to 
install solar

“W
e have looked at investing in solar panels to 

help low
er our use of peak energy rates and sought 

approval from
 the building ow

ner, given w
e’re only 

leasing the property. H
e recently gave us the go 

ahead and w
e’re currently w

eighing up the costs and 
benefits of installing them

 ourselves. In a clim
ate like 

B
yron, in a building w

ithout any natural ventilation, 
the air-conditioner just has to be running pretty m

uch 
year round.”

Velvet is a funky little coffee shop and salad bar that 
opened in A

ugust 2017 in the tourist destination of 
B

yron B
ay, N

S
W

. It’s a sm
all operation, em

ploying 
3 people m

ost days of the w
eek, w

ith a very strong 
follow

ing of local coffee aficionados as w
ell as 

bum
per trade in the tourist season. 

V
elvet’s energy usage occurs d

uring the p
eak 

tariff
 p

eriod

Energy costs are a m
ajor issue for Velvet, w

ith the 
business operating from

 6am
-4pm

 every day of 
the w

eek – w
hich is typically during the peak tariff 

period. The cafe has tw
o large fridges that need to 

run 24 hours a day, 7 days a w
eek and num

erous 
appliances being used tw

elve hours a day, including 
the constantly w

orking ‘m
od-bar’, kitchen appliances, 

and air-conditioning units to keep both staff and 
custom

ers cool.

“In our first year of operations, it’s becom
e pretty 

clear to m
e that energy costs are a substantial issue,” 

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
Velvet B

yron
LO

C
A
TIO

N
B

yron B
ay, N

S
W

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E FO
R

 20
17

42.4  M
W

h

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
C

afe and salad bar

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
1 year

STA
FF

3 (plus casuals)

P
R
O

P
ERTY

Leased rental property
A

N
N

U
A

L ELEC
TR

IC
ITY B

ILL FO
R

 20
17

$12,700

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
X

X

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

36c/kW
h

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #1: 
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V
elvet B

yron C
afe

“I know
 that other tenants in the building w

ould also 
like solar panels, probably m

ore for environm
ental 

reasons as their retail operations m
ean they aren’t 

big users of energy.”

Velvet has thought about approaching their energy 
retailer about getting a better deal, but am

ongst 
all the other issues involved in running a sm

all 
business, getting this sim

ple phone call onto each 
day’s to-do list has proved too hard.

“W
hen w

e purchased all of our appliances, w
hich 

w
as only just over a year ago, w

e did try to m
ake 

sure that they w
ere all energy efficient. B

ut som
e 

of the sm
aller appliances sim

ply don’t com
e w

ith 
energy ratings. It w

ould have really helped if w
e had 

som
e easy w

ay to identify the energy usage of all 
appliances before purchasing them

, but often that 
inform

ation isn’t available. O
r if it is, I don’t really 

know
 w

here to start looking.”

“I w
ould really like to see C

O
S

B
O

A
 take this issue 

up at the S
tate and Federal G

overnm
ent levels”, 

said A
nnie. “I’ve seen our pow

er bills go up every 
single m

onth since w
e opened, and I can only 

see it getting w
orse. There has to be a better w

ay 
for sm

all businesses like m
ine to have som

e real 
purchasing pow

er in the electricity m
arket, not just 

be at the w
him

 of the retailers. U
nfortunately, the 

only option for m
e seem

s to be to put m
y prices 

up to cover the shortfall - and that’s not som
ething 

that any business ow
ner does lightly in a crow

ded 
m

arket like ours”.

O
p
tions for red

ucing future energy b
ills at 

V
elvet C

afe:

•   Investigate sw
itching retailer/energy offer 

•   Invest in m
ore energy efficient appliances (not 

likely for another 2-3 years)

•   R
equest landlord to co-invest in solar panels or 

approve tenant installing them
 - a sm

all set of 
solar panels can cost anyw

here betw
een $4000 

and $14,000 up front, w
ith m

uch longer payback 
periods of several years now

 due to low
 solar 

feed-in-tariffs

•   Look at revenue stream
s from

 dem
and response 

program
s

•   A
utom

ation of air-conditioning unit w
ith set 

tem
peratures to reduce energy usage and heat 

and cool the prem
ises m

ore efficiently

•   Increase cost of goods to custom
ers (difficult in a 

com
petitive cafe m

arket).

It w
ould have really helped if w

e 
had som

e easy w
ay to identify 

the energy usage of all appliances 
before purchasing them

, but oft
en 

that inform
ation isn’t available. 

“

 ”

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #1: 
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Ed
en H

air Energy
C

A
SE STU

D
Y #2: 

M
ajor source of energy costs for the salon: 

A
p
p
liances and

 heating and
 cooling 

Energy costs are a big part of Eden H
air’s expenses. 

“Energy use has been tricky, m
ostly because our 

business is so heavily reliant on the use of pow
er 

tools,” says Em
m

alene.

These tools include hair dryers and straightening 
irons. Professional hairdressing appliances typically 
guzzle a lot of energy. It’s not clear w

hat the financial 
benefit over tim

e w
ill be if Em

m
alene purchases hair 

dryers that are branded as m
ore energy efficient.

Ed
en H

air used
 a free energy aud

it service 
from

 governm
ent 

B
ecause of her interest in sustainability, Em

m
alene 

hired staff w
ho care about this and w

ho w
ere savvy 

in m
anaging energy usage. B

y accessing a free 
program

 through the local governm
ent’s A

ctsm
art 

B
usiness service, she received a free energy audit. 

A
ctsm

art staff visited the prem
ises to advise 

Em
m

alene Port, the M
anaging D

irector of Eden H
air 

Energy in C
anberra, opened her hairdressing salon 

alm
ost 5 years ago. Prior to this she had a stable 

governm
ent job but had a passion for hair services 

and so opened up her salon in D
ickson. S

tarting 
off w

ith 2 em
ployees, she now

 has eight staff, w
ith 

another tw
o starting soon. Em

m
alene is passionate 

about sustainability and signed Eden H
air up to the 

‘S
ustainable S

alons’ m
ovem

ent as soon as it cam
e 

to the A
C

T. 

Em
m

alene on how
 to reduce the salon’s energy 

usage. The biggest recom
m

ended change involved 
upgrading the heating and cooling system

s for the 
prem

ises. A
ll up, the recom

m
endations required an 

up-front investm
ent of $20,000. Em

m
alene offered 

to go 50/50 w
ith the property’s landlord on the 

upgrades, but says she got now
here. There w

as no 
incentive for the landlord to m

ake those changes to 
the building, w

hich w
as old, draughty and poorly 

insulated. 

“It’s really frustrating w
hen you w

ant to do 
som

ething, but you reach that roadblock, and you’re 
still at a loss.” said Em

m
alene.

Eden H
air’s annual electricity bill for 2017 cost them

 
$5,612 for a total of 28 M

W
h of electricity consum

ed. 
A

n analysis of Eden H
air’s bills show

s their supply 
charges w

ent up by 15%
 last year and their tariffs 

by 14%
. “I w

as surprised to see that the costs have 
gone up and w

eren’t related to usage. For a w
hile I 

just assum
ed our usage m

ust have gone up.”

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
Eden H

air Energy
LO

C
A
TIO

N
D

ickson, C
anberra 

A
C

T

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E FO
R

 20
17

28 kW
H

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
H

airdressing S
alon

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
5 years

STA
FF

8-10

P
R
O

P
ERTY

Lease / R
ental property

A
N

N
U

A
L ELEC

TR
IC

ITY B
ILL FO

R
 20

17
$5,612

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
up 15%

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

up 14%
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Ed
en H

air Energy

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #2: 

Em
m

alene originally purchased a discounted 
electricity package for her hom

e and business 
through A

ctew
A

G
L about five years ago. That 

offer allow
ed her to get a better deal by signing 

up for an account for both her hom
e and business. 

H
ow

ever tw
o years later, she m

oved house and 
w

ent w
ith O

rigin Energy for her hom
e, because 

they appeared to offer a better discount. S
he m

ay 
have lost her discount for her business account 
w

hen she sw
itched her residential property, but it 

w
asn’t clear from

 her salon’s bills. S
he’s planning on 

using ‘M
ake It C

heaper’, an online electricity retail 
com

parison tool  the A
ustralian H

airdressing C
ouncil 

has partnered w
ith, to figure out if she can get her 

electricity bills dow
n again by sw

itching providers. 

“There’s a flow
-on effect w

ith having higher energy 
costs for the business. W

hen you add it up over 
12 m

onths, 2 years, 3 years, you could potentially be 
paying a S

aturday person’s w
ages.”

Little incentive for land
lord

s to im
p
rove their 

b
uild

ing’s energy p
erform

ance
 Em

m
alene says one of the m

ost useful thing 
governm

ents could do to assist her business and 
other sm

all businesses w
ith their energy costs w

ould 
be to provide financial incentives to landlords and 
property ow

ners to m
ake upgrades to their buildings 

to reduce energy costs over tim
e. 

O
p
tions for red

ucing future energy b
ills:

 •  Investigate sw
itching retailer/energy offer

•  Invest in m
ore energy efficient appliances

•  R
eplacing floor to increase insulation of building

•   A
dd rem

ovable double-glazing to w
indow

s to 
reduce heat loss.

A
 lot of the existing program

s are 
focused on businesses, but not 
that m

any businesses ow
n their 

prem
ises. It w

ould be really great 
if there w

ere real incentives for 
landlords and property ow

ners, 
you know

 m
aybe a rate subsidy 

or som
ething like that. Because as 

it is, they don’t have any interest. 
Th

ey’re not paying the electricity 
bills, they’re still getting rent, and 
it doesn’t aff

ect them
. It’d be really 

good if there w
as som

e tangible 
incentive for them

.

“

 ”
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South G
ip

p
sland

 D
airy Farm

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #3: 

A
s a p

rice-taking b
usiness, there’s no scop

e to 
p
ass on b

ill shocks to custom
ers

“I keep a pretty close eye on our energy use” says 
K

errie,“ and over the past 12 m
onths it has increased 

by m
ore than 16%

. This is w
ay higher than w

e 
expected [after last year’s 6%

 increase] and the 
w

ay the m
ilk w

holesale m
arket operates, there is 

absolutely no w
ay w

e have of passing the additional 
costs on. The m

ilk buyers set the price - w
e just have 

to take w
hat they offer”.

To add further insult, the retailer changed their bills 
from

 quarterly to m
onthly w

ithout telling them
, 

m
aking it even harder to find the savings they 

required.

“B
asically w

e just cut back on everything else around 
the farm

 and the household expenditure” said K
errie. 

“It’s not like w
e can’t cool the m

ilk or clean the sheds 
- that’s just not an option.”

K
errie and her husband have been running a dairy 

farm
 in B

uffalo, S
outh G

ippsland for over 10 years.  
W

ith around 300 cow
s needing to be m

ilked both 
m

orning and evening, it’s a relentless w
orkload for 

the fam
ily but also a heavy energy user.

The largest contributor is the equipm
ent needed for 

m
ilk cooling, w

ith the m
ilk needing to be kept at a 

consistent 4 degrees celsius at all tim
es. A

nother high 
energy user is the w

ater heater. The tw
o hot w

ater 
services operate overnight (using off peak energy).

Th
e farm

 is looking into a heat recovery p
lant 

to save energy

Through w
ord of m

outh the C
ollins’ looked into 

w
ays of generating som

e of their ow
n pow

er and 
are planning to invest in a heat recovery plant that 
w

ill use the heat from
 the fresh m

ilk to heat the 
w

ater. A
t the m

om
ent they don’t have any data on 

how
 m

uch that w
ill save, but other dairy farm

ers 
w

ho have installed sim
ilar equipm

ent have found it 
reduced their costs. B

y using old vat on site, the m
ain 

costs w
ill be purchasing a new

 pum
p and paying an 

electrician to install the new
 system

.

Previously there w
as a separate m

eter setup for 
running the electric fencing, w

hich even though it 
had low

 usage w
as costing an additional $50/m

onth 
in supply charge. B

y installing a $50 solar panel and 
using an old battery, this m

easure paid for itself in 
just over a m

onth of operation.

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
K

A
 and PJ C

ollins
LO

C
A
TIO

N
B

uffalo, V
ictoria 

(S
outh G

ippsland 
region)

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E FO
R

 20
17

 xx  kW
H

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
D

airy Farm

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
10 years

STA
FF

2 - K
erry &

 her husband

P
R
O

P
ERTY

Private property (xx acres)
A

N
N

U
A

L ELEC
TR

IC
ITY B

ILL FO
R

 20
17

$10,000

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
up 16%

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

xx c/kW
H
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South G
ip

p
sland

 D
airy Farm

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #3: 

R
egularly com

p
aring energy d

eals

K
errie also m

akes a point of contacting her energy 
retailer once a year to see if there is a better deal 
they could be getting. In the past she tried using the 
governm

ent com
parison w

ebsites but found it too 
tim

e consum
ing, and got a better result by just calling 

the retailer directly.  

W
ith the new

 V
ictorian governm

ent rebate of $50 
on offer for visiting the energy com

parison w
ebsite, 

K
errie w

as keen to check out her options but w
as told 

that she couldn’t sw
itch because of the type of m

eter 
they had. 

There is also another V
ictorian governm

ent initiative 
they have heard about w

here dairy farm
ers can get 

a free energy audit, and the C
ollins’ w

ill definitely be 
taking up this offer w

hen they can find the tim
e.

N
o notice given on energy p

rice rises

The greatest frustration faced by K
errie and other 

farm
ers she speaks w

ith is the w
ay the energy 

com
panies can increase their prices w

ithout notice, 
and the additional charges they face for things like 
the ‘sum

m
er dem

and’ and ‘w
inter dem

and’ - these 
are $42/m

onth and $10/m
onth respectively. In a 

business that operates 365 days per year, there is no 
w

ay to get around these additional seasonal charges.

“U
nfortunately I can’t see anything happening other 

than energy prices keeping going up in future” said 
K

errie. “W
e are looking into solar panels and som

e 
battery storage for the farm

, but that is likely to be 
som

ew
here in the range of $60-70,000. I need to look 

into the sum
s behind this but if w

e get a good feed in 
tariff it should be w

orth the investm
ent.”

“The m
ain thing I w

ould like to see is better 
inform

ation and support provided from
 industry 

associations - w
e used get m

ore inform
ation from

 the 
Farm

ers’ Federation but that has dried up a bit over 
the last few

 years. S
om

eone w
ho understands our 

business, rather than just som
eone from

 the general 
energy or business sector, w

ould be m
uch m

ore 
helpful to us and likely to get dow

n the details m
uch 

m
ore quickly.”

“In the m
eantim

e, I just keep w
atching the app w

e 
have to m

onitor our energy consum
ption on a daily 

basis, and I can see exactly w
hen our usage spikes or 

if there is anything unusual going on.”

“If som
eone could com

e up w
ith the tools to take 

the hassle and headaches out of dealing w
ith rising 

energy bills, I’d be all for it! A
t the end of the day, 

w
e’re just looking for w

ays to im
prove our bottom

 
line. W

orking every single day of the year - w
ithout 

holidays - m
ight then feel like it’s w

orth it.”

O
p
tions for red

ucing future energy b
ills:

 •   Investigate V
ictorian governm

ent subsidies to assist 
w

ith costs of solar and battery installation

•   Pursue free energy audit offered by V
ictorian 

governm
ent

•   R
esearch payback periods and savings from

 energy 
efficiency upgrades of refrigeration and cooling 
system

s.

If som
eone could com

e up w
ith 

the tools to take the hassle and 
headaches out of dealing w

ith rising 
energy bills, I’d be all for it! A

t the 
end of the day, w

e’re just looking for 
w

ays to im
prove our bottom

 line.

“

 ”
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East B
runsw

ick K
ind

ergarten &
 C

hild
care C

entre
C

A
SE STU

D
Y #4

: 

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
East B

runsw
ick K

indergarten 
and C

hildcare C
entre

LO
C

A
TIO

N
East B

runsw
ick, 

V
ictoria

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E 
FO

R
 20

17
42.4M

W
h

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
Early childhood service, 
not for profit

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
N

early 70 years

STA
FF

21 P
R
O

P
ERTY

Leased  / C
ouncil ow

ned property
A

N
N

U
A

L ELEC
TR

IC
ITY 

B
ILL FO

R
 20

17
$3,344

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
$1.50 per day

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

35.61c/kW
h

S
ince the m

id 1950s, the East B
runsw

ick 
K

indergarten and C
hildcare C

entre (or EB
K

 as 
it’s affectionately know

n to locals) has been 
educating and caring for preschool aged children in 
M

elbourne’s inner north.
 O

perating as a com
bined long day care service and 

offering state governm
ent funded kindergarten 

classes, EB
K

 now
 has around 120 children aged 3-6 

years enrolled each w
eek.  It runs 48 w

eeks per year 
(w

ith a shutdow
n period over the C

hristm
as/N

ew
 

Year period) and is open from
 8am

-5.30pm
 five days 

a w
eek.

It’s d
iffi

cult to avoid
 high costs from

 p
eak 

energy p
ricing

C
hildcare D

irector Jane A
rnett is a passionate 

educator, w
ho now

 oversees the com
plex operations 

of running a nationally accredited childcare 
service, alongside her colleague M

ary S
ilveri, the 

K
indergarten D

irector.

“O
ver the years w

e’ve been involved in a num
ber of 

initiatives around energy efficiency, but w
e are only 

ever open during tim
es w

hen energy prices are at 
their peak”, said Jane. “The off-peak prices are about 
half of w

hat w
e pay during the day, but unless w

e 
start running at night tim

e, they are useless to us.”

“A
s a not-for-profit service, every dollar counts, and 

I w
ould love to find m

ore w
ays to bring dow

n our 
m

onthly electricity bill.”

“
 ”

A
s a not-for-profit service, every 

dollar counts, and I w
ould love 

to find m
ore w

ays to bring dow
n 

our m
onthly electricity bill.
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Y #4
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O
p
tions for red

ucing energy b
ills:

•  Investigate sw
itching retailer/energy offer 

•   Invest in m
ore energy efficient kitchen/office 

appliances (not likely for another 3-5 years) and 
heating system

•   R
equest landlord to include double-glazing and 

insulation retrofits as part of planned m
aintenance 

activities (long term
)

•   Investigate collective deals on energy through 
the M

oreland Early Years N
etw

ork (large num
ber 

of childcare services in the region), or through 
M

oreland C
ouncil.

Lim
ited

 cap
ital and

 regulatory b
arriers p

revent 
energy effi

ciency m
easures

A
bout five years ago EB

K
 had an energy assessm

ent 
done through local energy cham

pions, the M
oreland 

Energy Foundation Lim
ited, w

hich identified a long 
list of actions that could be taken to im

prove energy 
efficiency in the nearly 70 year old building. These 
included things like repairing and double-glazing 
the large bank of w

indow
s, adding m

ore insulation 
to ceilings and floors, replacing the antiquated 
H

VA
C

 system
, and installing blinds to keep the hot 

afternoon sun out of the classroom
s.

“The additional m
easures in the energy assessm

ent 
report are all great ideas but, w

ithout additional 
funding, w

e’re not in a position to do any of these 
things.  W

e had them
 costed at one point, but they 

w
ere just prohibitive. A

lso, the building is ow
ned 

by M
oreland C

ity C
ouncil, so w

e can’t do anything 
w

ithout their involvem
ent and approval”, said Jane.

 In 2014 the C
entre had a new

 classroom
 installed on 

site to cater for the grow
ing num

ber of fam
ilies in 

the area desperate for childcare services.  A
 m

ajor 
energy savings m

easure w
as incorporated through 

the installation of a solar panel system
 on the new

 
building.  S

ince becom
ing operational, the system

 
has exported over 24M

W
h of electricity and saved the 

centre m
ore than $4,500.

 

“The fam
ily m

em
bers on our m

anagem
ent 

com
m

ittee are very supportive of us looking at any 
new

 w
ays to save energy and save m

oney, but the 
priority has to be paying staff w

ages and ensuring 
our learning program

s are of the highest possible 
quality” said Jane.

Lim
ited

 cap
ital and

 regulatory b
arriers p

revent 
energy effi

ciency m
easures

“A
bout tw

o years ago w
e took part in the V

ictorian 
governm

ent’s ‘R
esourceS

m
art S

chools’ program
 

through S
ustainability V

ictoria w
here w

e tracked our 
electricity use every day for a w

hole sem
ester.  This 

helped us identify w
hen our electricity use is highest, 

and w
e’re also very conscious about keeping aircon 

and lighting use to a m
inim

um
, but otherw

ise it’s 
hard to see w

here w
e can m

ake any m
ore savings.”

The next thing on Jane’s list is to investigate their 
current contract, to see w

hether they can get a better 
deal either through current retailer O

rigin or through 
an alternative provider.
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SA
 B

russel Sp
rout Farm

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #5: 

John C
ranw

ell and his brother R
obert have been 

w
orking on their farm

 for 40 years alongside 
their father M

aurice, w
ith the property passing 

through three generations of their fam
ily. They now

 
exclusively grow

 brussel sprouts, serving all the 
m

ajor retailers in m
ainland A

ustralian states and 
doing a little bit of exporting to Japan. The farm

 
has 10 perm

anent staff but at peak tim
e betw

een 
C

hristm
as and the end of A

ugust, they can have up to 
30 em

ployees, depending on the crop that year.

Th
e b

usiness had
 to ab

sorb
 a $76

,0
0

0
 

electricity b
ill increase

Their annual electricity costs for their packing shed 
jum

ped from
 roughly $50,000 per year to nearly 

$126,000, after their last three-year contract ended. 
They shopped around for the best deal, putting it out 
to tender, but the best they could find w

as a $76,000 
increase. A

s price takers, selling to big superm
arket 

chains, the C
ranw

ell’s had no w
ay to increase prices, 

and had to absorb the electricity price jum
p, reducing 

the farm
’s profitability. 

The C
ranw

ells’ energy costs com
e from

 electricity 
and backup diesel generators. Their energy 
usage is m

ade up predom
inantly of irrigation and 

refrigeration. 

They have to keep their sprouts cooled as soon as 
they’re harvested, and then m

aintain tem
perature 

below
 a certain threshold during their packing 

and transportation, in order to sell them
 to the big 

retailers.

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
A

E C
ranw

ell &
 S

ons
LO

C
A
TIO

N
Tw

o properties 
in N

airne, S
outh 

A
ustralia

A
N

N
U

A
L ELEC

TR
IC

ITY C
O

ST 
IN

C
R

EA
SE

152%

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
A

griculture

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
O

ver 60 years

STA
FF

O
w

ners, plus 10-30 staff 
depending on tim

e of year

P
R
O

P
ERTY

O
w

ned prem
ises

A
N

N
U

A
L ELEC

TR
IC

ITY B
ILL 

FO
R

 20
17

$126,000

P
O

W
ER

 P
R

IC
ES O

N
 

P
R

EV
IO

U
S C

O
N

TR
A

C
T:

3.09 c / kW
h off peak 

7.70 c / kW
h peak

P
O

W
ER

 P
R

IC
ES O

N
 N

EW
 

C
O

N
TR

A
C

T:
10.62 c/kW

h off peak 
20.73 c/kW

h peak
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SA
 B

russel Sp
rout Farm

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #5: 

Th
e p

rop
erty has to rely on exp

ensive b
ackup

 
generators d

ue to b
lackouts

The farm
 is in regional S

outh A
ustralia, and if there 

is a blackout, as there w
as in the past 18 m

onths, 
then the C

ranw
ell’s have to run their five diesel 

generators to keep the refrigeration system
 running 

and protect their product. These back-up generators 
are very expensive, costing roughly $75,000 plus fuel 
costs, but they are a necessary evil for John, w

ith 
the last blackout going for a w

hole 48 hours on both 
properties, 40 kilom

etres apart. 

“If things go like they are, prices are just going to 
increase. From

 now
 on, w

e’re not doing anything 
unless w

e’ve got backup generators. It’s not the 
packing shed that’s the issue. If you can’t pack, you 
lose 2 days production. B

ut if w
e don’t have pow

er 
w

hen the crop is being established, w
hen w

e have to 
irrigate on a hot day, that can cost m

illions, literally. 
S

o w
e have to have back up pow

er 100%
 of the 

tim
e.”

The fam
ily are installing LED

 lights and used a 
governm

ent grant to offset the cost of som
e rooftop 

solar panels for their packing shed, w
hich still 

involved a big upfront cost. They just w
ant their 

electricity bills to stay stable and not skyrocket, rather 
than having to go through the hassle and com

plexity 
of installing solar panels in order to cut costs over a 

period of years. Even w
ith those changes, their bills 

w
on’t be anyw

here near the level they w
ere in the 

past.  

“W
e spent so m

uch on solar panels, but how
 are they 

going to get prices dow
n to w

hat they w
ere 5 years 

ago?”

W
hat w

e need is a reliable source of pow
er that is 

cheap and reliable, that runs all the tim
e.” 

O
p
tions for red

ucing energy b
ills:

•   S
outh A

ustralian governm
ent could provide 

additional support and subsidies to rem
ote 

agricultural businesses reliant on the grid, 
particularly during blackouts.

•   Investigate free or subsidised energy efficiency 
activities under the S

outh A
ustralian R

etailer 
Energy Efficiency S

chem
e, including a free energy 

audit for the property.

•   Explore the cost-benefit of installing energy storage 
batteries and available governm

ent rebates, to 
elim

inate diesel fuel costs over tim
e.

I spent so m
uch on solar panels, 

but how
 are they going to get 

prices dow
n to w

hat they w
ere 

5 years ago? W
hat w

e need is a 
reliable source of pow

er that is 
cheap and reliable, that runs all 
the tim

e.

“

 ”
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Tow
nsville &

 B
und

ab
erg Ten P

in B
ow

ls
C

A
SE STU

D
Y #6

: 

N
orth Q

ueensland, and particularly Tow
nsville, is 

vulnerable to the econom
ic cycles associated w

ith 
the m

ining boom
 and slow

dow
n. W

hile the bow
ling 

alleys offer w
elcom

e airconditioning and fam
ily 

friendly entertainm
ent, M

r A
m

bler says lack of 
com

petition in the N
orth Q

ueensland energy m
arket 

is m
aking survival difficult for businesses like his.

A
ir-cond

itioning is a b
ig contrib

utor to energy 
cost

In N
orth Q

ueensland’s hot clim
ate, the tw

o ten-pin 
bow

ling alleys are heavily reliant on air-conditioning 
because regardless of w

hether the bow
ling alleys 

have one player or 100 players at a tim
e, the air m

ust 
be cool enough to attract and retain custom

ers. The 
centres are open from

 9am
 to 9pm

 everyday and the 
m

ost popular hours are after-w
ork sessions from

 
about 5.30pm

 to 9pm
.

M
r A

m
bler is paying about $500 a day in energy costs 

for each centre. In the past 12 m
onths, the Tow

nsville 

N
oel A

m
bler ow

ns tw
o ten-pin bow

ling centres 
em

ploying 75 people in Tow
nsville and B

undaberg, 
and says the rising cost of electricity has m

ade 
the past few

 years the toughest in his 40 years of 
business. 

centre bill w
as $117,000, and the B

undaberg bow
ling 

alley w
asn’t far behind.

The tw
o bow

ling centres have sim
ilar energy needs 

but the tariffs per kW
h for Tow

nsville, w
hich has 

access to only one energy generator/retailer, are 
about 20 per cent higher than the B

undaberg centre 
w

hich has the choice of tw
o retailers.

M
onitoring b

ills closely show
ed

 netw
ork 

charges w
ere increasing costs

A
 few

 years ago, M
r A

m
bler sw

itched energy 
suppliers for the B

undaberg centre to get a better 
deal. H

e keeps close track of the tw
o centres’ 

energy costs by dividing the total bill for the m
onth 

- including netw
ork and energy charges - by the 

num
ber of kilow

att hours. A
t first the rate per kW

h 
appeared fairly reasonable but he discovered the 
additional charges is w

hat drives his energy costs so 
high.

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
Tow

nsville Ten Pin B
ow

l &
 

B
undaberg Ten Pin B

ow
ls

LO
C

A
TIO

N
Tow

nsville, Q
LD

 and 
B

undaberg, Q
LD

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E FO
R

 20
17

~ 546.4 M
W

h (546,400kW
h) 

for the Tow
nsville centre

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
A

m
usem

ent Parks

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
S

ince 1978, w
ith Tow

nsville 
and B

undaberg centres 
acquired alm

ost 30 years ago.

STA
FF

75
P
R
O

P
ERTY

O
w

ned
A

N
N

U
A

L ELEC
TR

IC
ITY B

ILL FO
R

 20
17

Tow
nsville: $128,708 (inc G

S
T)

B
undaberg: $124,570 (inc G

S
T) 

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
N

etw
ork and other charges

Tow
nsville -  $7513.77 

B
undaberg - $6579.68   

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

Tow
nsville: 32.8c per kW

h
 (Feb/M

arch 2018)

B
undaberg: 27.5c per kW

h (Feb/M
arch 2018)
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Tow
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Y #6
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H
e then discovered that the “netw

ork and other 
charges” for both centres are m

ore than half the 
m

onthly electricity bill, w
hich he says has increased 

29 per cent in tw
o years.

Three years ago M
r A

m
bler replaced eight 

airconditioners w
ith m

ore energy efficient inverter 
m

odels. W
hile the business’s energy usage im

proved, 
the cost savings w

ere quickly eaten aw
ay because the 

rates and charges kept going up.

M
r A

m
bler, w

ho ow
ns the business prem

ises, 
investigated installing solar panels. H

ow
ever M

r 
A

m
bler realised it w

ould not significantly offset his 
pow

er bills because the businesses’ peak energy load 
is betw

een 6pm
 and 7pm

. W
ith no sunlight in the 

early evening, there is insufficient solar pow
er for the 

air conditioners.

Find
ing the m

oney for energy effi
ciency 

up
grad

es is d
iffi

cult

M
r A

m
bler says the centres are in desperate need 

of capital im
provem

ents, including m
ore energy 

efficient m
easures, but the rising daily cost of 

electricity m
eans he can’t afford the investm

ents 
needed, like solar-pow

er and batteries to reduce 
energy costs, and he can’t put m

ore staff on to serve 
m

ore custom
ers.

O
ne m

onth M
r A

m
bler paid all but $2000 of $13,000 

of a m
onthly bill. H

e said the energy supplier called 
on Friday afternoon to say if the rem

aining m
oney 

w
asn’t paid by M

onday his electricity supply w
ould 

be disconnected.

M
r A

m
bler is frustrated by politicians telling sm

all 
businesses to shop around for better energy deals 
w

hen in som
e places like N

orth Q
ueensland there is 

only one supplier. H
e w

ould like energy gentailers to 
have advisory boards of sm

all business ow
ners to 

inform
 them

 of the consequences various charges 
and processes have on sm

aller businesses.

If there is a sim
ilar increase in energy prices again this 

year, M
r A

m
bler said it w

ould “throttle his business”.

“S
m

all business people are so busy keeping the 
doors open they haven’t got tim

e to fight for a better 
deal on energy”, M

r A
m

bler said.

“I’m
 over 70 now

 and I’m
 going to have to retire,” M

r 
A

m
bler said. “To be honest, there’s nothing in it. It’s 

just not w
orth it and I’d never w

ant to start a business 
again.”

O
p
tions for red

ucing energy b
ills:

•   D
raft-proof w

indow
s and doors w

ith w
eather 

stripping and caulking to prevent air leaks and 
reduce air conditioning load 

•   S
eek out a free governm

ent-funded energy 
consultation w

ith EcoB
iz to find w

ays to m
odify 

usage of existing air conditioning units and lighting 
to save energy

•   Q
ueensland G

overnm
ent could offer solar and 

battery rebates for sm
all business ow

ners, sim
ilar 

to other state and territory program
s.

Sm
all business people are so 

busy keeping the doors open 
they haven’t got tim

e to fight 
for a better deal on energy. 

“
 ”
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N
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herem
an B

rew
ing C

o.
C

A
SE STU

D
Y #7: 

$3,500-$4,000 but som
etim

es the bills w
ere sent 

every 60 days and other tim
es they arrived after 

90 days. This m
ade cashflow

 planning difficult and 
created unnecessary stress for a new

 and grow
ing 

business.

In W
A’s south w

est there is only one energy retailer 
for ‘non-contestable’ consum

ers using less than 
50M

W
h - the state-ow

ned S
ynergy.  Prices are 

governm
ent regulated for all households and sm

all 
businesses, as w

ell as som
e large businesses, 

w
hich has the effect of protecting the m

ore rem
ote 

custom
ers but lim

iting the com
petitiveness of prices 

for others in the south w
est corner, including Perth.

“O
ur electrical m

eter pretty m
uch runs constantly, 

w
ith refrigeration, the hot liquor tank and our 

brew
ing gear all high users,” said R

eece “W
e had 

done lots of planning and budgeting based on sim
ilar 

businesses in the industry, so I had a fair idea w
hat 

w
e w

ere going to be paying. The saving grace though 

R
eece W

headon had w
orked in the beer industry for 

nearly nine years before setting out on his ow
n to 

establish a craft brew
ery in Perth’s inner suburb of 

W
est Leederville. The 1800L brew

house equipm
ent 

w
as custom

 designed and built in S
an D

iego, 
C

alifornia, and is busy brew
ing new

 batches every 
single w

eek for the 160 patrons that can fit in on the 
busiest days.

The N
ow

herem
an brew

ery em
ploys 10-15 staff and is 

open each w
eek from

 W
ednesday to S

unday, w
ith the 

w
eekends being the m

ost popular tim
es for people to 

grab an in-house pizza or local charcuterie plate - and 
of course sam

ple som
e of their exceptional beers.  

B
ill shocks m

ad
e cash flow

 p
lanning d

iffi
cult

A
fter the first 12 m

onths of operating, R
eece 

review
ed all his pow

er bills and realised that they 
w

ere out of control. B
ased on standard regulated 

tariff pricing, the m
onthly bill w

as anyw
here from

 

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
N

ow
herem

an B
rew

ing 
C

o.

LO
C

A
TIO

N
Perth, W

estern 
A

ustralia

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E FO
R

 20
17

109M
W

h

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
C

raft B
rew

ery

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
1 year

STA
FF

10-15 staff (perm
anent and casual)

P
R
O

P
ERTY

Leased prem
ises

A
N

N
U

A
L ELEC

TR
IC

ITY B
ILL FO

R
 20

17
$45,000

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
TB

A

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

35.61c/kW
h Peak

11.09c/kW
h O

ff-peak
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N
ow

herem
an B

rew
ing C

o.

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #7: 

is that our busiest tim
es-w

hen staff are opening and 
closing fridges m

ost often--are in the evenings and 
on w

eekends, so w
e do get off peak prices at those 

tim
es”.

A
fter a year of operating R

eece decided to contact 
S

ynergy to ask for a better deal and w
as able to set 

up a 2-year contract w
ith a better tariff and reduced 

rates for off peak tim
es. U

nder this new
 contract they 

are now
 saving around $400 per m

onth, and able to 
put this m

oney back into the business.

Pursuing energy effi
ciency up

grad
es to red

uce 
costs

A
w

are of the cost savings associated w
ith using 

natural gas as m
uch as possible, N

ow
herem

an’s 
kitchen w

as designed to run on gas. S
ynergy w

as 
able to provide a m

ore com
petitive tariff for gas 

as w
ell, so at least there is only one set of energy 

supplier invoices to deal w
ith. Finding further energy 

savings though is still high on R
eece’s agenda.

“W
e had asked our landlord about the possibility of 

installing solar panels, but after looking into it w
e 

found that m
ost of the savings w

ould be going to the 
landlord, w

ith only a sm
all percentage likely to be 

passed onto our business,” said R
eece. “It’s a sham

e 
that so m

any energy savings m
easures seem

 out of 
our control. Installing solar w

ould seem
 to m

ake so 
m

uch m
ore sense, particularly as w

e get so m
uch of 

it over here in Perth”.

In the m
eantim

e, R
eece w

ill continue to focus on 
m

eeting his custom
ers’ needs and brew

ing the best 
craft beers in the W

est - ensuring that every drop hits 
a sw

eet spot for the grow
ing num

ber of craft beer 
aficionados in Perth and beyond.

O
p
tions for red

ucing energy b
ills:

•   S
chedule an energy audit, to identify low

-cost 
energy efficiency m

easures and staff behaviour to 
reduce refrigeration and air-conditioning load.

•   W
est A

ustralian G
overnm

ent could offer solar and 
battery rebates, and energy efficiency assistance for 
sm

all business ow
ners, sim

ilar to other state and 
territory program

s

N
ote: businesses in W

A
 can m

ove to a business plan if 

they spend m
ore than $14,000 per annum

 on electricity.

It’s a sham
e that so m

any energy 
savings m

easures seem
 out of 

our control. Installing solar w
ould 

seem
 to m

ake so m
uch m

ore 
sense, particularly as w

e get so 
m

uch of it over here in Perth.

“

 ”
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B
yron B

ay B
each H

ostel
C

A
SE STU

D
Y #8

: 

operation. Throw
 plenty of young people into 

the m
ix – w

ith m
ultiple devices to be view

ed and 
charged, late night habits, and not alw

ays energy-
bill-conscious – and this business faces plenty of 
challenges.

Tariff
 increases led

 to energy b
ill shocks

For the ow
ners, experiencing ‘energy bill shock’ w

as 
an understatem

ent – it w
as m

ore like alarm
 - w

ith 
the first year of operation seeing their electricity bills 
double w

hat w
as expected, and over $100,000 in 

total.

“It’s fair to say that energy prices are now
 one of 

our m
ajor concerns”, says hostel M

anager, Jam
es 

R
obinson-G

ale, “and w
e are spending a lot of our 

ow
n tim

e and energy trying to address this. B
ut there 

are only so m
any things that w

e can do to address 
energy usage in a facility like this, and it w

ould be 
great to see governm

ents being m
ore proactive 

to help sm
all businesses cope w

ith rising energy 
prices.”

The B
yron B

ay B
each H

ostel is a sparkling new
 

purpose-built 250 bed hostel, w
ith a m

ix of private 
room

s w
ith ensuites and dorm

itory accom
m

odation, 
that opened on C

hristm
as D

ay, 2016. Prior to this, the 
business had operated on the sam

e site for nearly 20 
years in a heritage building that had been the original 
C

ouncil cham
bers, w

ith less than half the beds it has 
now

. 

W
ith 24-hour access, and operating 365 days a year, 

you couldn’t get a m
uch m

ore energy intensive 

The business w
as closed for the rebuild from

 A
pril 

2014 until D
ecem

ber 2016, and over this tim
e the 

tariff increases w
ere considerable, putting the 

original budget for energy bills in the new
 prem

ises 
w

ell above their original projections.

R
efrigeration and

 air-cond
itioning system

s are 
b
ig energy users

A
ccom

m
odation facilities everyw

here are typically 
very high energy businesses, and in w

arm
er or colder 

clim
ates even m

ore so.  D
espite having ceiling fans 

instead of airconditioners in all the bedroom
s, there 

are a num
ber of split system

s in the reception and 
other com

m
on areas, and plenty of other energy-

intensive system
s and appliances on site. These 

include com
m

ercial fridges and cooking equipm
ent in 

the com
m

unal kitchen, industrial w
ashers and dryers 

for cleaning tow
els and linen as w

ell as com
m

ercial 
laundry equipm

ent for guests to use, three large 
heatpum

ps for all the hot w
ater needs, and exhaust 

fans in the tw
o-level carpark for rem

oving vehicle 
fum

es.

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
B

yron B
ay B

each H
ostel

LO
C

A
TIO

N
B

yron B
ay, N

S
W

ELEC
TR

IC
ITY U

SA
G

E FO
R

 20
17

255M
W

h

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
H

ostel A
ccom

m
odation

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
S

ince D
ecem

ber 2016

STA
FF

~30 staff (perm
anent and casual)

P
R
O

P
ERTY

O
w

ned prem
ises

A
N

N
U

A
L ELEC

TR
IC

ITY B
ILL FO

R
 

20
17

>$100,000 

SU
P
P
LY C

H
A

R
G

ES
$1.69 / day

U
SA

G
E TA

R
IFFS

Peak 36.38c/kW
H

 G
uaranteed 

discount under new
ly negotiated 

contract - 25%
 on usage
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B
yron B

ay B
each H

ostel

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #8
: 

In addition, there are several large cool-room
s for 

food and drinks in the rooftop bar area that holds 
up to 200 people, and pow

er/lighting for the entire 
prem

ises.  W
hile the five stairw

ells have sensor lights 
installed, all corridors and com

m
unal areas have 

lights on 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. 

“There are only so m
any signs you can put up 

asking people to turn off lights and reduce their hot 
show

ers, before it starts looking like a prison”, said 
Jam

es. “W
e have m

ade real efforts to educate both 
our custom

ers and our staff about being energy 
conscious, but w

e are definitely keen to look at other 
m

easures for reducing our energy bills.”

Lim
ited

 num
b
er of energy p

rovid
ers

A
fter receiving their first quarterly energy bill, the 

ow
ners m

ade im
m

ediate efforts to look into the 

unexpectedly high charges, and ended up sw
itching 

providers. H
ow

ever, in this regional area, there are 
only a lim

ited num
ber of retailers so com

petition isn’t 
delivering m

uch in the w
ay of consum

er-pow
er.  The 

ow
ners also w

ondered w
hether there w

as a fault in 
som

e of their equipm
ent delivering the m

assive bill, 
but an independent energy audit identified that there 
w

eren’t any faults, just a super high energy intensive 
operation. D

espite the brand new
 construction, there 

hadn’t been any solar panels installed due to C
ouncil 

restrictions on the height of the building, and the 
architects hadn’t factored in any other energy saving 
m

easures.

“H
aving lived in B

yron for several decades, w
e 

honestly didn’t think w
e w

ould need m
ore than 

ceiling fans in the room
s, but the last tw

o sum
m

ers 
have been m

uch hotter than expected and w
e have 

even looked at w
hether w

e need airconditioning 
in all the bedroom

s”, said Jam
es. “The quotes for 

this w
ould be another $100,000 to install, but then 

w
e w

ould have the additional running costs as w
ell. 

B
ut it does seem

 to be som
ething that guests are 

expecting now
, even in budget accom

m
odation.”

W
hile m

any people consider B
yron B

ay to be a place 
to ‘slow

 dow
n and chillout’, the brutal reality for local 

sm
all businesses like the B

each H
ostel is that energy 

prices are going to continue being a m
ajor source of 

stress until there is som
e action at the national level 

to address rising energy prices, and better resources 
to support for their energy saving efforts.

O
p
tions for red

ucing energy b
ills:

•  R
etrofit entire prem

ises w
ith low

 w
att lighting

•   Install tim
ed sw

itches in all private room
s 

(bedroom
s and bathroom

s) and m
ore sensor 

lighting in com
m

unal areas

•   G
reater education of staff and custom

ers around 
low

er energy consum
ption (this m

ay require a 
m

ore creative com
m

unication cam
paign, given the 

dem
ographics and high num

bers of international 
visitors at the prem

ises)

•   S
econd energy audit of prem

ises to identify options 
for replacing existing equipm

ent w
ith less energy 

-intensive appliances/operations

W
e have m

ade real eff
orts to 

educate both our custom
ers and 

our staff
 about being energy 

conscious, but w
e are definitely 

keen to look at other m
easures for 

reducing our energy bills.

“

 ”
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Toow
oom

b
a Ind

ep
end

ent Sup
erm

arket
C

A
SE STU

D
Y #9
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the Q
ueensland O

m
budsm

an to dispute the bill and 
w

as relieved w
hen it w

as rescinded.

U
sing an energy b

roker to help
 avoid

 b
ill 

shocks 

S
ince that harrow

ing experience, D
ebbie has relied 

on energy brokers to negotiate m
ulti-year electricity 

contracts, w
ith fixed rates over the contract term

, 
on behalf of her business. S

he spoke w
ith other 

superm
arket ow

ners in the independent retailer 
netw

ork, using w
ord of m

outh to find a reliable 
broker. N

ow
 she regularly com

pares deals offered by 
energy brokers to ensure she’s getting a com

petitive 
deal. 

D
ebbie has been in the superm

arket business for 22 
years. S

he started out w
ith a sm

all store in the rural 
tow

n of A
llara and now

 runs three superm
arkets 

in and around Toow
oom

ba along w
ith her co-

ow
ner Lindsay. D

ebbie is a proudly independent 
retailer, em

ploying roughly 55 staff across her three 
Q

ueensland stores. The com
bined annual electricity 

cost for those three superm
arkets is over $200,000. 

The sm
allest store’s bill is $40,000 and the largest 

store’s is $96,000. 

D
espite these high costs, D

ebbie has not experienced 
unexpected energy bill increases for som

e tim
e. 

D
ebbie has been vigilant about electricity prices rises 

since she experienced a dam
aging bill shock over a 

decade ago in her first store. S
he received a letter in 

the m
ail, expecting to get a $3000 electricity bill, and 

w
as horrified to find it w

as for ten tim
es that am

ount 
at $30,000. H

er electricity provider had neglected to 
tell her that her contract had expired and that she’d 
been shifted onto a m

uch higher tariff. S
he contacted 

B
U

SIN
ESS N

A
M

E 
Foodw

orks
LO

C
A
TIO

N
N

orthlans, O
akey, 

and B
lue M

t stores- 
Toow
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ba Q

LD
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ITY U
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G

E FO
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N
ot provided

B
U

SIN
ESS TYP

E 
Independent R

etailer 
running three regional 
grocery stores

IN
 O

P
ER

A
TIO

N
22 years

STA
FF

2 ow
ners plus 55 em

ployees.

P
R
O

P
ERTY

TB
A

 if leased or ow
ned

A
N

N
U

A
L ELEC

TR
IC

ITY B
ILL FO

R
 20

17
S

tore 1: $96,000
S

tore 2: $66,000
S

tore 3: $40,000

EN
ER

G
Y C

O
N

TR
A

C
T

Fixed price, negotiated 
through a broker
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Toow
oom

b
a Ind

ep
end

ent Sup
erm

arket

C
A

SE STU
D

Y #9
: 

R
efrigeration and

 lighting are the m
ajor 

contrib
utors to store electricity costs 

The energy costs for D
ebbie’s business are 

substantial, due to the hundreds of lights in each 
store and the high energy usage involved in 
refrigerating food and beverage products. 

O
ften beverage com

panies offer individual fridges to 
superm

arkets to display their products. Each has its 
ow

n fridge m
otor, w

hich actually increases the heat 
in each store and forces the air-conditioning unit 
to w

ork harder. D
ebbie acknow

ledged the cost and 
tim

e investm
ent to upgrade refrigeration system

s is 
significant and difficult to estim

ate. 

H
ow

ever D
ebbie insulated all three stores and has 

installed LED
 lighting too. .

“To do it once [installing LED
 lighting] is pretty 

expensive, but it has actually reduced our pow
er bills 

a bit. It is m
easurable so you can see that it actually 

has had an im
pact.” said D

ebbie.

D
ebbie w

ants to install rooftop solar on all her 
stores, as they operate m

ostly during sunshine 
hours. B

ut she has com
e up against regulatory 

barriers and red tape that’s prevented her from
 doing 

so. 

“B
ecause w

e’re in Q
ueensland, Energex or Ergon 

[the m
ain energy providers in Q

ueensland] seem
 to 

have the right to say w
hether you can have [rooftop 

solar panels] or not [for larger system
s], w

hich I 
find a bit strange. In Q

ueensland it’s a m
uch m

ore 
difficult process than in other states.” 

D
ebbie’s biggest frustration are the electricity 

netw
ork charges that she can do nothing about, 

despite taking m
any steps to reduce her stores’ 

energy usage.

O
p
tions for red

ucing energy b
ills:

•   Q
ueensland G

overnm
ent could rem

ove som
e of 

the regulatory barriers preventing business ow
ners 

installing rooftop solar and battery system
s

•   S
eek out a free governm

ent-funded energy 
consultation w

ith EcoB
iz to find w

ays to 
m

odify usage of existing air conditioning units, 
refrigeration system

s and lighting to save energy

To do it once [installing LED
 

lighting] is pretty expensive, but 
it has actually reduced our pow

er 
bills a bit. It is m

easurable so you 
can see that it actually has had an 
im

pact.

“

 ”



W
hat can sm

all 
b
usinesses d

o to red
uce 

their energy costs?

The 2015 Energy Efficiency Inform
ation G

rants 
Program

 Evaluation identifies significant 
changes and m

otivations for S
M

Es to im
prove 

their energy efficiency and therefore low
er 

energy bills.

G
ap

 A
nalysis: Existing Tools &

 R
esources
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 For sm
all businesses operating from

 a property they 
ow

n, key energy saving m
easures include:

  •   Insulation (w
all, ceiling, floor, double glazing on 

w
indow

s)

  •   Installation of rooftop solar, energy storage 
system

s and grid credit softw
are

  •  LED
 lighting

  •  Energy efficient appliances

  •   Energy audits to assess staff behaviour and the 
energy usage of building equipm

ent 

  •   S
w

itching off appliances w
hen not in use at the 

pow
erpoint

For sm
all businesses operating in leased prem

ises, 
there are obviously restrictions on w

hat can be done, 
but they can still consider installation or use of:

  •  Insulation (curtains, pelm
ets and blinds)

  •   Tim
ing w

hen to open w
indow

s and close blinds to 
naturally heat and cool the prem

ises

  •   S
olar energy through pow

er purchase agreem
ent 

w
ith property ow

ner

  •  LED
 lighting - w

ith ow
ners consent/support

  •   Energy efficient appliances and sw
itching off 

appliances at the pow
erpoint w

hen not in use

  •   Installing energy m
onitoring softw

are and sm
art 

m
eters

  •  Energy audits
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Issues identified 

It’s im
portant that consum

ers understand that 
com

m
ercial com

parison sites don’t necessarily 
consider every plan offered in their local m

arket, but 
are based on arrangem

ents w
ith selected service 

providers through w
hich they com

m
only receive a 

com
m

ission. This m
eans that w

hile they m
ay provide 

a ‘better’ deal, it is not necessarily the ‘best’ deal you 
could achieve.

The A
EM

C
 survey of over 800 S

M
Es show

ed that their 
aw

areness of energy price com
parison tools w

as 
decreasing over tim

e. The issue appears to be in part 
due to confusion about w

hich com
parison sites and 

tools are genuinely independent and w
hich are either 

Tools to com
pare energy offers

There are a series of independent online services that 
allow

 businesses to com
pare their energy provider w

ith 
other offerings. These include:

  •   Energy M
ade Easy - all retailers are required 

to publish a fact sheet on every retail plan they 
offer, their rates, and any fees they charge. This 
also includes a section on - A

m
 I a sm

all energy 
custom

er? 

  •   Your C
hoice (V

ictoria only) 

C
om

m
ercial com

parison sites:

  •   M
ake It C

heaper

  •   C
anstar B

lue   

  •   O
neB

igS
w

itch - R
ES

ID
EN

TIA
L O

N
LY

 - not sm
all 

business

  •  iS
elect  

  •   uC
hoose - V

ic, N
S

W
, Q

ld, S
A

G
ap

 A
nalysis: Existing Tools &

 R
esources

Existing tools availab
le to sm

all 
b
usiness

N
ote, there is also a fee-for-service option 

available for households from
 national 

consum
er agency, C

H
O

IC
E, that assists w

ith 
assessing and sw

itching providers if adequate 
savings can be found. This effectively m

eans 
that the annual fee for the services w

ould be 
covered by savings m

ade. A
 sim

ilar service 
for business consum

ers w
ould provide an 

alternative to the existing com
m

ercial sites. 

C
H

O
IC

E also provide a step-by-step article on 
how

 to sw
itch electricity providers that could 

be of use to sm
all businesses.
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  •   Energy Efficiency C
ouncil - Policy H

andbook - 
extensive inform

ation but only 1 page on S
M

Es.

  •   B
usiness S

ustainability Program
 - S

outh A
ustralia

  •   Energy Efficiency V
ictoria 

  •   Energy Efficiency Tips by S
ector - S

ustainability 
V

ictoria 

  •   V
ictorian G

overnm
ent Index of Energy Efficiency 

Tools

  •   Pow
ering Forw

ard (Federal G
overnm

ent energy 
efficiency inform

ation w
ebsite)

  •   Energy Efficiency C
ouncil’s list of service providers 

for energy audits

Issues Identified:

The different sources of inform
ation currently 

available—
from

 retailers, com
parison w

ebsites, federal/
state/territory governm

ents, sustainability and energy 
consum

er bodies—
is diffuse, text-heavy, high friction 

(w
ith users having to spend tim

e navigating through 
m

ultiple w
ebpages to find any inform

ation that could 
be relevant to them

) and usually highly generic in 
nature. It typically doesn’t contain m

uch industry or 
sector specific inform

ation, nor cater specifically to the 
needs or circum

stances of sm
all businesses.

N
one of these online resources and tools appear to 

have been co-designed w
ith sm

all business ow
ners. 

They have very low
 recognition and usage rates 

am
ongst the sm

all business com
m

unity.

O
ne key finding from

 the review
 of the Energy 

Efficiency grants program
 is that an ‘inform

ation only’ 
approach does not result in any change or action by 
consum

ers. B
ut this is the approach m

ost online w
eb 

pages use. 

These resources are frequently m
islabelled as ‘tools’ 

on governm
ent w

ebsites, w
hen they are typically 

not interactive and have no functionality that allow
s 

inform
ation or suggestions to be tailored to the user. 

They do not provide practical step-by-step guides that 
allow

 the user to im
plem

ent the suggested action. 
B

asically, the user has to go elsew
here, aw

ay from
 the 

‘tool’ to find the inform
ation needed to perform

 the 
suggested action. There are no links that connect the 
user to the actual resources that w

ould allow
 them

 to 
carry out the suggestion - typically products or services 
provided by the private sector. M

ost ‘tools’ just link 
to other text heavy w

eb-pages provided by various 
governm

ents or peak bodies - som
etim

es w
ith as m

any 
as 30 links to other w

eb-pages w
ith yet m

ore generic 
inform

ation.

There are a m
ass of online inform

ation sheets and 
w

ebpages trying to provide sm
all business w

ith 
industry specific advice on how

 to achieve greater 
energy savings and reduce their energy bills. There 
are also a w

ide array of online tools and supports 
available. 

A
n indicative list of available w

eb-pages and 
online tools:

  •   A
ustralian G

overnm
ent Energy Exchange w

ebsite 
provides industry specific exam

ples of energy 
saving m

easures businesses can adopt and 
includes an A

ustralian G
overnm

ent Index of Energy 
Efficiency Program

s 

  •   Energy S
avers (Q

ld Farm
ers Federation)

  •   Energy S
aver N

S
W

 (N
S

W
 G

overnm
ent w

ebsite w
ith 

energy efficiency tips) 

  •   W
att S

avers is a closed program
 that aim

ed to 
assist sm

all to m
edium

 enterprise and com
m

unity 
organisations in southeast Q

ueensland to save 
m

oney and greenhouse em
issions. The w

ebsite 
includes fact sheets, telephone advisory services, 
and inform

ation on accessing finance and funding 
options.

Inform
ation on Energy Saving 

Strategies and
 Energy C

osts

i

G
ap

 A
nalysis: Existing Tools &

 R
esources
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There are a large num
ber of subsidies and rebates 

offered for business purchases of energy efficient 
appliances and m

achinery, prim
arily from

 S
tate and 

Territory governm
ents. H

ow
ever, there is no central 

hub to easily find these resources, based on the 
business size and location, m

eaning that every sm
all 

business is required to undertake m
assive am

ounts of 
their ow

n research to find relevant inform
ation. 

G
rants and rebates are often buried on state and 

federal governm
ent w

ebsites and are difficult to find. 
O

ften a business’ eligibility for different grants and 
rebates is difficult to ascertain from

 the inform
ation 

provided. G
iven how

 tim
e-poor m

ost sm
all business 

ow
ners are, this level of friction in governm

ent 
w

ebsites’ user interface design creates significant 
barriers to sm

all business accessing the inform
ation 

on funding and subsidy options regarding energy 
efficiency m

easures and upgrades. 

G
overnm

ent schem
es to assist 

sm
all b

usiness w
ith saving energy

$

G
ap

 A
nalysis: Existing Tools &

 R
esources
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O
verall, this project identified four key factors im

pacting the ability of sm
all businesses to take action on reducing 

their energy bills. The incentive to reduce costs is clearly high, but there are significant barriers in their w
ay.

To get better value from
 

capital investm
ents on 

energy efficiency upgrades, 
assistance is needed to help 
business landlords introduce 
business processes and 
behaviour change  

S
m

all business ow
ners cope 

better w
ith energy bills w

hen 
they have different sources of 
energy. 

S
m

all business ow
ners 

don’t know
 w

here to get 
good advice on energy 
deals or industry-specific 
inform

ation (m
ost w

ebsite 
are generic, confusing and 
‘not relevant to m

e’).

S
m

all business ow
ners 

don’t have the tim
e to 

becom
e ‘energy experts’

?



Potential future op
tions
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The R
ecom

m
endations in this chapter are based on analysis of the issues surrounding sm

all business energy bills shocks and the identified gaps in existing resources. 
They fall into four categories, outlined in the m

atrix below
:

Em
p
ow

ering sm
all 

b
usiness w

ith b
etter 

inform
ation and

 tools

Legislative and
 

regulatory reform
s

Sup
p
ort for 

b
usinesses in 

rented
 p

rem
ises

Taking p
ractical 

action

12

34
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Em
p
ow

ering sm
all b

usiness 
w

ith b
etter inform

ation and
 

tools

Industry specific advice about energy m
anagem

ent 
online is poorly delivered, text heavy, tim

e consum
ing 

to w
ork through and im

practical. 

S
m

all business ow
ners have a general understanding 

of their m
ost energy intensive equipm

ent, but 
industry-specific advice available on governm

ent 
w

ebsites is frequently text-heavy, very difficult to find 
and navigate through and uses either very generic 
language or highly technical language that m

akes the 
advice difficult to im

plem
ent w

ithout visiting additional 
w

ebsites or seeking the advice of professional energy 
efficiency consultants.

R
ecom

m
endation 1: 

The A
ustralian G

overnm
ent should fund the 

developm
ent of a one-stop-shop for for sm

all 
businesses to m

anage their energy costs online. 

This platform
 could include an interactive toolkit 

that tailors suggestions to suit the business ow
ners’ 

needs and location, taking into account their industry, 
w

hether they rent or ow
n their prem

ises, and w
hat 

factors they identify as the biggest contributors to their 
current energy usage.

The ‘S
m

all B
usiness Energy S

avings Tool’ could – 
through co-design w

ith C
O

S
B

O
A

 m
em

ber associations 
and sm

all businesses – consolidate and curate existing 
inform

ation from
 Federal, S

tate/Territory, local 
governm

ent and other sources into one central online 
resource aim

ed specifically at the inform
ation needs 

and com
m

unication preferences of sm
all businesses. 

It could be accom
panied by an engagem

ent and 
com

m
unications cam

paign that uses industry 
associations as a ‘trusted source’ of inform

ation 
to channel this inform

ation directly to hundreds of 
thousands of sm

all businesses nationally.

This platform
 could: 

  •   Increase reach and visibility of independent online 
services that allow

 businesses to com
pare their 

energy provider w
ith other offerings.

  •   C
onnect sm

all businesses w
ith energy auditors 

and energy efficiency consultants, and could even 
incorporate price com

parisons for these services.

  •   Ensure industry specific toolkits have a great 
user experience w

ith a graphic user interface, 
im

proving and replacing the current industry-
specific inform

ation on the A
ustralian governm

ent’s 
EEX

 w
ebsite, that is predom

inantly text-heavy, 
confusing, filled w

ith links to long docum
ents and 

either too generic or highly technical and therefore 
very difficult to im

plem
ent.

  •   M
arket content to sm

all businesses online to 
inform

 them
 of the pitfalls of bundled pricing and 

conditional discounts for electricity retail contracts. 

  •   U
se cookies to catch sm

all businesses at the point 
in tim

e w
hen they are m

oving prem
ises, and 

encourage them
 to look at prem

ises w
ith a G

reen 
S

tar rating. 

  •   C
reate a tem

plate ‘green lease’ term
s and conditions 

sheet for different types of com
m

ercial leases and 
m

arket these to businesses online. 

  •   Include a video guide for sm
all business on their 

rights regarding hardship policies and m
arket rate 

penalties, in the event of late or partial paym
ent of 

bills, or w
here businesses are unable to pay bills.

  •   offers S
M

Es insight into w
holesale spot m

arket 
pricing and easy to navigate inform

ation on how
 

S
M

Es can access the benefits of w
holesale pricing.

  •   fact sheets and advice on alternative pow
er 

strategies such as onsite battery/solar/storage and 
hedging.

R
ecom

m
end

ations

i
1
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Im
p
roving access to energy effi

ciency up
grad

es

M
any businesses cannot afford the up-front capital 

expenditure required for energy efficiency upgrades. 
There are a num

ber of existing state level schem
es 

that can assist sm
all business w

ith covering the costs 
of energy efficiency upgrades and energy storage 
installations. These upgrades are particularly beneficial 
to businesses w

ith high energy usage in the evenings 
- w

ho  experience high electricity tariffs due to usage 
during tim

es of peak dem
and. 

R
ecom

m
endation 2 : 

Funding is provided for sm
all business peak bodies to 

w
ork w

ith consum
er advocacy groups, governm

ents 
and relevant peak bodies to connect business ow

ners 
(particularly those w

ith high energy costs in the 
evenings, such as hospitality, hotels) w

ith state level 
rebate schem

es and interest free loans for energy 
efficiency upgrades and energy storage installations.

R
ecom

m
endation 3: 

Industry peak bodies could help sm
all businesses 

explore a range of options for im
proving their energy 

efficiency, including access to energy efficiency 
upgrade program

s, w
holesale energy options, and 

better pricing plans to m
eet their specific operating 

needs and allow
 for greater transparency over the 

prices they pay.

Sm
all b

usiness b
enchm

arking tool 

R
ecom

m
endation 4: 

The A
ustralian governm

ent should fund the 
developm

ent of a sm
all business benchm

arking tool 
allow

ing individual business ow
ners to see how

 their 
energy use and cost com

pares to sim
ilar businesses, 

w
ith industry specific inform

ation provided to then 
assist them

 to take practical action if their costs are 
significantly out of line w

ith industry standards.

R
ecom

m
end

ations

C
O

S
B

O
A

 applauds the A
ustralian 

G
overnm

ent’s recent announcem
ent of the 

A
ustralian B

usiness S
ecuritisation Fund, 

w
hich w

ill invest up to $2 billion to increase 
options for A

ustralian sm
all businesses to 

access business loans and drive dow
n the 

costs of credit for A
ustralian sm

all business. 
In addition to the $20,000 ‘Instant A

sset 
W

rite-off’ w
hich has been extended to 30 

June 2019, this provides an opportunity for 
sm

all business to invest in energy saving 
m

achinery, appliances or m
easures that 

could otherw
ise be out of reach.
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The A
C

C
C

 recom
m

ends that the A
ustralian Energy 

R
egulator should “develop a process for determ

ining 
a benchm

ark for representative usage levels for an 
average S

M
E custom

er.” 

The purpose of the sm
all business electricity costs 

benchm
ark tool w

ould be to provide quick and reliable 
inform

ation about how
 a sm

all business’ energy usage 
and energy bills com

pare to sim
ilar businesses. 

This inform
ation w

ill be a first step to help sm
all 

businesses think about options to reduce their energy 
expenses and could be incorporated into the one-stop-
shop proposal above. 

The tool w
ill enable sm

all businesses to understand 
w

hat they should be paying for electricity based 
on benchm

arks of energy cost and energy use for 
sim

ilar businesses, and w
here they could achieve 

further energy savings. This tool w
ill also help 

increase pressure on energy com
panies to deliver 

com
petitive prices and create greater transparency 

in the m
arketplace by enabling sm

all businesses to 
`com

pare like w
ith like’. There is significant behavioural 

econom
ics evidence that individuals respond strongly 

to peer com
parisons. For this reason, the proposed 

approach in developing this benchm
ark tool is to 

com
pare sim

ilar businesses of sim
ilar size in sim

ilar 
locations. This level of granularity is m

ade possible by 

a large dataset of businesses from
 w

hich to create 
benchm

arks at m
ultiple levels.

The benchm
arking m

odel w
ill take into account 

business type (e.g. café, bookshop, courier service), 
size (i.e. annual turnover range), location (i.e. 
postcode) and energy m

ix (e.g. use of electricity 
and gas). U

sing this inform
ation, the tool w

ill be 
optim

ised for m
obile and w

ill provide users w
ith 

benchm
arks on com

parable businesses in their area. 
The inform

ation w
ill include:

  •   H
ow

 m
uch electricity sim

ilar businesses use (kW
h/

m
onth)

  •   H
ow

 m
uch sim

ilar businesses pay for electricity ($/
m

onth &
 %

 of turnover)

  •   H
ow

 m
uch their m

ajor appliances typically cost 
to run per hour (e.g. C

offee M
aker – 15c/hr; 

D
ishw

asher, cold w
ater – 18c/hr; M

icrow
ave – 30c/

hr; R
efrigerator – 4c/hr; etc).

Prom
otion of p

eak sm
oothing and

 d
em

and
 

m
anagem

ent soft
w

are 

M
any businesses operate during peak dem

and 
periods and are thus facing higher energy bills over 
tim

e. Industries that are particularly affected by this 
include accom

m
odation services, hospitality and 

retail. 

W
hen dem

and for pow
er outstrips supply, energy 

prices can increase. B
etter education and prom

otion 
of dem

and response, w
hich seeks to adjust the 

dem
and for pow

er instead of supply, is needed 
to encourage businesses to participate in these 
m

easures. B
usinesses that participate in dem

and 
response support the reliability of the energy grid, 
w

hile im
proving how

 they use pow
er and gaining 

control over their costs.

R
ecom

m
endation 5: 

G
overnm

ents and peak bodies should explain the 
benefits and prom

ote the deploym
ent of peak 

sm
oothing system

s and dem
and m

anagem
ent 

softw
are (bundled w

ith energy m
onitoring tools) to 

businesses to help them
 quickly save m

oney during 
tim

es of peak electricity dem
and.  

R
ecom

m
end

ations



EN
ER

G
Y B

ILL SH
O

C
K

: FU
TU

R
E P

R
O

O
FIN

G
 SM

A
LL B

U
SIN

ESS
4

4

Legislative and
 regulatory 

reform
s

M
inim

um
 d

efault p
ricing for retail electricity

Electricity netw
ork charges and tariffs are increasing 

across the board, so a large com
ponent of bills are 

outside of businesses’ control. C
utting electricity 

usage does not reduce these costs. M
any S

M
Es are on 

‘standard offer’ contracts, w
here they are unknow

ingly 
being price gouged, as the ‘discounted’ prices offered 
by electricity retailers are m

ore likely to reflect the 
m

arket price. M
any businesses find com

paring energy 
contracts difficult, tim

e consum
ing and confusing.

O
n this basis, C

O
S

B
O

A
 support’s the A

C
C

C
 July 2018 

recom
m

endations that the A
ustralian G

overnm
ent give 

the A
ustralian Energy R

egulator the pow
er to introduce 

a m
inim

um
 default price for electricity retail contracts, 

that applies to S
M

E custom
ers. This approach 

abolishes the w
idespread practice of electricity retail 

providers presenting S
M

E custom
ers w

ith a ‘standing 
offer’ contract - w

ith electricity prices usually w
ell 

above m
arket-value, and the details of the contract 

offer often difficult to understand. 

S
om

e retailers have a practice of bundling hom
e and 

business deals for electricity. B
usiness custom

ers 
potentially lose the discounts on their bills if they 
change one of their accounts, but aren’t necessarily 
inform

ed by their retailer. 

R
ecom

m
endation 6: 

The A
ustralian Energy R

egulator (A
ER

) should 
introduce m

inim
um

 default pricing for electricity 
retail contracts and regulate the practice of 
‘discounted’ offers

R
ecom

m
endation 7: 

The A
ER

 should set this m
inim

um
 default price, and 

m
andate that all ‘discounts’ by electricity retailers 

on their standard offers m
ust be calculated and 

com
m

unicated by referencing this m
inim

um
 default 

price. This elim
inates the false ‘discounting’ that has 

prevented price com
parisons to date. 

This is supported by the A
C

C
C

 in their inquiry into 
electricity retail pricing. The A

C
C

C
 recom

m
ends 

“restricting conditional discounts to the reasonable 
savings that a retailer expects to m

ake if a consum
er 

satisfies the conditions.”

R
ecom

m
endation 8: 

The A
ustralian governm

ent should explore the 
introduction of regulations to prevent retailers from

 
changing billing periods for custom

ers w
ho have 

signed up to an annual or m
ulti-annual contract, that 

is, the retailer is locked into those contractual term
s 

in the sam
e w

ay the custom
er is locked in.

R
etailers can currently legally increase their 

consum
ption and usage charges even w

hile 
businesses are locked into a particular contract.

 

R
ecom

m
end

ations

2
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Increase m
inim

um
 energy p

erform
ance 

stand
ard

s and
 introd

uce energy effi
ciency 

ratings for sm
aller ap

p
liances

There are no energy efficiency ratings for m
any sm

aller 
appliances, w

hich m
akes com

parison im
practical. 

S
m

aller appliances w
ith high energy consum

ption also 
often do not have labelling that allow

s com
parisons of 

their energy efficiency. 

B
usinesses that are affected by this include 

hairdressers, due to their use of heating irons, blow
 

dryers and fans, and hospitality industries w
ith their 

use of a range of sm
aller kitchen appliances like 

toasters, blenders, m
icrow

aves, stovetops and ovens. 

A
ppliances and equipm

ent that claim
 to be m

ore 
energy efficient usually have higher up-front costs. 
Energy efficient equipm

ent helps businesses to save 
m

oney in the long run, due to their low
er energy usage 

over tim
e. H

ow
ever payback periods and general 

savings from
 m

ore energy efficient appliances are 
often difficult to calculate and com

pare.

There is no fast w
ay to see the overall com

parative 
costs of these appliances (taking into account energy 
costs over their operating life, plus upfront purchase 
cost). 

R
ecom

m
endation 9: 

The A
ustralian G

overnm
ent should extend m

inim
um

 
energy perform

ance standards to apply to sm
aller 

classes of appliances. 

“M
inim

um
 Energy Perform

ance S
tandards (M

EPS
) 

specify the m
inim

um
 level of energy perform

ance 
that appliances, lighting and electrical equipm

ent 
(products) m

ust m
eet or exceed before they can be 

offered for sale or used for com
m

ercial purposes.” 
- EnergyR

ating.gov.au

S
om

e appliances that are not yet covered by 
m

inim
um

 energy perform
ance standards include 

dishw
ashers, LED

 lights, som
e types of fans, solar hot 

w
ater heaters, irons, stoves and cooktops, toasters, 

and appliances w
ith sm

all fan m
otors like hair dryers, 

m
icrow

aves and ovens.

R
ecom

m
endation 10: 

The A
ustralian G

overnm
ent should expand the 

existing energy efficiency ratings schem
e to apply to 

sm
aller classes of com

m
ercial appliances.

Energy efficiency ratings are already applied to som
e 

electrical products and w
hite goods in A

ustralia. 
These products are given an energy star rating and 
this is displayed on the product, so businesses can 
quickly and easily com

pare the energy perform
ance 

of different appliances. These labels are presently 
available for refrigerators and w

ashing m
achines, for 

exam
ple. 

R
ecom

m
end

ations
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Sup
p
ort for b

usinesses in 
rented

 p
rem

ises

R
enting is a m

ajor b
arrier to red

ucing energy 
costs

M
any sm

all businesses lease their prem
ises from

 a 
landlord. The energy efficiency upgrades available 
to tenants are usually lim

ited. B
ecause of their 

tenancy status, m
any businesses cannot upgrade 

their building’s insulation, nor install solar or battery 
system

s.

For exam
ple, im

proving the insulation of the building 
to reduce heating and cooling costs, and installing 
rooftop solar and a battery system

, are off lim
its unless 

the landlord agrees and this can be accom
m

odated 
effectively in the term

s of the lease.

There are currently very few
 incentives to landlords to 

m
otivate them

 to im
prove the energy perform

ance of 
their rented buildings. 

N
avigating a ‘green lease’ w

ith a landlord appears 
to be com

plex and burdensom
e. The current online 

resources do not do a good enough job of highlighting 
the benefits of this leasing arrangem

ent for landlords, 
nor do they provide an easy-to-follow

 process for 
landlords or tenants. 3

R
ecom

m
endation 11: 

The A
ustralian G

overnm
ent should fund the 

developm
ent of a resource for businesses that rent 

their prem
ises, on energy saving m

easures that do 
not require the approval of a landlord, w

ith average 
up-front costs and savings provided (for exam

ple 
double glazing of w

indow
s, floor insulation, draught 

proofing, and installation of energy m
onitors). This 

could be one com
ponent of the one-stop-shop 

referenced in R
ecom

m
endation 1.

R
ecom

m
endation 12: 

S
tate and Territory governm

ents should investigate 
w

ays of requiring greater transparency in com
m

ercial 
leasing arrangem

ents and enable tenants greater 
ability to negotiate on energy com

ponents of their 
leases.

O
ther m

easures that w
ould m

ake a significant 
difference for businesses in rented prem

ises w
ould 

be to require landlords to install and operate m
ore 

efficient plant and equipm
ent w

ithin their buildings, 
and to pass on the additional savings to their tenants.  
Tw

o w
ays of doing this are through increasing energy 

efficiency ratings (for existing and new
 buildings), 

and providing incentives to landlords to undertake 
plant and equipm

ent updates, w
ith savings passed 

onto tenants through m
ore transparent leases (see 

recom
m

endation above).

R
ecom

m
endation 13: 

S
tate and Territory governm

ents should increase 
m

inim
um

 energy efficiency ratings for com
m

ercial 
buildings.

R
ecom

m
endation 14: 

S
tate and territory governm

ents should introduce 
incentive schem

es for landlords to m
ake energy 

efficiency upgrades to their rented prem
ises.

 

R
ecom

m
end

ations

3

3 S
ee, for exam

ple: https://w
w

w
.energy.gov.au/governm

ent-priorities/energy-productivity-and-energy-efficiency/green-leases 
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Taking p
ractical action

Sm
all b

usinesses m
ust b

e encouraged
 to take 

control of their energy b
ills

A
s outlined throughout this report, sm

all businesses 
often feel ham

strung and disem
pow

ered to do 
anything about their energy bills because of the 
structural and practical barriers in their w

ay.  In 
addition to the range of recom

m
endations outlined 

above, C
O

S
B

O
A

 believes that there needs to be a 
positive and proactive national cam

paign to em
pow

er 
sm

all businesses to take control back over their 
energy bills.  This w

ould be based on providing sm
all 

businesses w
ith better inform

ation about w
hat they 

can do in a practical sense, and m
ake that inform

ation 
industry-specific and directly relevant to the end user. 

Through the production of a range of sim
ple tools, 

C
O

S
B

O
A

 and its industry association m
em

bers 
could directly reach hundreds of thousands of sm

all 
businesses and create the m

om
entum

 (through w
ord 

of m
outh, social m

edia and case studies show
ing 

direct financial savings achieved) for even broader 
action across the com

m
unity.  B

ased on ideas raised 
throughout the project, the practical tools that could 
be built into the one-stop-shop in R

ecom
m

endation 1 
include industry specific tool kits and an online training 

kit to help sm
all business ow

ners and their staff to 
becom

e m
ore confident in taking action.

R
ecom

m
endation 15: 

Provide funding to develop industry specific tool kits 
that help sm

all business ow
ners to effectively assess 

and install new
 energy efficient equipm

ent, including 
an overview

 of available financing options.

R
ecom

m
endation 16: 

D
evelop an online Energy Planning Training Program

 
to upskill sm

all business ow
ners and their staff to 

m
ake better procurem

ent and process decisions to 
save on energy bills.

Finally, in order to reach the one m
illion sm

all 
businesses identified at the beginning of this 
report to take action, there needs to be a national 
com

m
unication strategy that provides clear 

inform
ation on the financial and environm

ental 
benefits that could be achieved through taking action.  

A
s w

ell as reaching businesses through m
ainstream

 
and social m

edia, this w
ould be accom

panied by 
a cam

paign that offers business ow
ners in-house 

m
aterials such as posters, ‘sw

itch-m
e-off’ signs, 

screensavers and other tools to encourage direct 
action by all staff and custom

ers to save energy 
use.  This m

aterial and accom
panying cam

paign 
m

essaging could also include inform
ation about 

the other m
aterials and resources available to 

sm
all business, putting it front and centre in the 

m
inds of sm

all business ow
ners and incentivise 

them
 to further action. This is in line w

ith the A
C

C
C

 
recom

m
endation to provide better inform

ation 
through sm

all business organisations.

R
ecom

m
endation 17: 

Federal, S
tate and Territory governm

ents should 
support a national com

m
unications cam

paign to 
provide clear inform

ation to sm
all businesses about 

w
ays they can take action to reduce their energy bills 

and becom
e m

ore energy efficient. 
 

R
ecom

m
end

ations

4
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S
upporting ow

ners to im
plem

ent better 
business processes and m

ake the m
ost of 

energy efficient capital investm
ents

Ind
ustry sp

ecifi
c tool kits

Energy p
lanning online 

training p
rogram

B
usiness ‘Energy Saver’ 

cam
p
aign m

aterial 

A
n Energy Planning O

nline Training 
Program

 w
ould be available for sm

all 
business, and their staff w

ho m
ake 

procurem
ent and process decisions to be 

upskilled on energy planning.

Package of posters, sw
itch m

e off signs, 
screensavers, etc for business to roll-out 
to prom

ote energy saving tips w
ith staff 

(and custom
ers/patrons). 

Either generalised, or industry specific to 
increase relevance to staff.
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Q
uestion 1 

H
ow

 m
any em

ployees does your business have?
T

   0 em
ployees

T
   1-4 em

ployees
T

   4-19 em
ployees

T
   20-100 em

ployees
T

   101-199 em
ployees

T
   M

ore than 200 em
ployees

Q
uestion 2 

W
hat is your prim

ary business postcode? 
[EN

TER
 PO

S
TC

O
D

E]

Q
uestion 3 

W
hat industry best describes your business?

T
   A

ccom
m

odation and food services
T

   A
dm

inistrative and support services
T

   A
griculture / Forestry / Fishing

T
   Financial and insurance services

T
   H

airdressing and beauty services
T

   M
anufacturing

T
   Pharm

aceuticals
T

   Professional, scientific and technical services
T

   R
ental, hiring and real estate services

T
   R

etail trade
T

   Technology services and support
T

   Transport, postal and w
arehousing

T
   W

holesale trade
T

   O
ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 4

 
W

hat sort of prem
ises does your business operate 

from
?

T
   R

ented
T

   O
w

ned
T

   C
om

bined ow
n and rent – m

ultiple sites

Q
uestion 5 

W
hich of the follow

ing energy sources do you have?
T

   G
as

T
   Electricity

T
   A

lternate energy
T

   O
ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 6

 
H

ow
 satisfied are you w

ith the deal you are getting 
on your energy bills?
T

   Very satisfied
T

   S
atisfied

T
   N

either satisfied nor dissatisfied
T

   D
issatisfied

T
   Very dissatisfied

Q
uestion 7 

H
ave your ELEC

TR
IC

ITY
 B

ILLS
 increased or decreased 

in the past tw
o years?

T
   Increased by less than 10%

T
   Increased by betw

een 10-30%
T

   Increased by betw
een 30-50%

T
   Increased by m

ore than 50%
T

   S
tayed about the sam

e
T

   D
ecreased

T
   D

on’t know
T

   W
e don’t have electricity

Q
uestion 8 

H
ave your G

A
S

 B
ILLS

 increased or decreased in the 
past tw

o years?
T

   Increased by less than 10%
T

   Increased by betw
een 10-30%

T
   Increased by betw

een 30-50%
T

   Increased by m
ore than 50%

T
   S

tayed about the sam
e

T
   D

ecreased
T

   D
on’t know

T
   W

e don’t have gas

Q
uestion 9

 
If your energy bills have increased, w

hat do you 
believe is the m

ain reason?
T

   M
y business has grow

n/increased
T

   O
ther charges on the bill appear to have increased

T
    Previous discounts from

 m
y energy provider no 

longer apply
T

   The rate has increased
T

   I don’t know
T

   O
ther (please specify)
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Q
uestion 10

 
If your energy bills have increased, how

 has this 
affected your business? Tick all that apply.
T

   N
o effect

T
   H

ad to reduce staff num
bers/staff hours

T
   H

ad to reduce capital expenditure
T

   H
ad to reduce the am

ount I pay m
yself

T
   S

topped m
e from

 hiring new
 staff

T
   S

topped m
e from

 expanding the business
T

    H
ad to increase business financing to pay energy 

bills
T

   H
ad to increase our prices

T
   It has reduced our profit m

argin
T

   O
ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 11 

If your energy bills have decreased, w
hat actions did 

you take? 
T

   S
w

itched providers or plan
T

    Installed alternative energy source (e.g. solar 
panels, batteries)

T
    Invested in m

ajor upgrades in energy efficient 
processes

T
    C

hanged the w
ay w

e w
ork to becom

e m
ore energy 

efficient
T

   R
enegotiated m

y current plan
T

   O
ther (please provide details)

T
   I don’t know

Q
uestion 12 

If your energy bills have decreased, how
 has this 

affected your business?
T

   N
o effect

T
   W

ere able to increase staff num
bers/staff hours

T
   W

ere able to increase capital expenditure
T

   W
ere able to increase the am

ount I pay m
yself

T
   Expanded the business

T
   W

ere able to discount our products
T

   It has increased our profit m
argin

T
   O

ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 13 

H
ow

 m
uch do energy costs represent in term

s of 
your overall cost of doing business?
T

   S
m

all (<5)%
 of overall business costs

T
   S

ignificant (5-15)%
 of overall business costs

T
   Large (>15%

) of overall business costs
T

   M
ain cost of business

Q
uestion 14

For each of the follow
ing, how

 m
uch do you agree or 

disagree?
T

   M
y energy bills are predictable each quarter

T
   I can pay m

y energy bills on tim
e and in full

T
   Energy bills affect our cash flow

T
    The size of energy bills has m

ade m
e feel stressed 

or anxious
T

    I am
 som

etim
es concerned about m

y ability to 
pay energy bills

T
    I am

 frustrated at not being able to reduce energy 
costs

T
   I get nervous opening energy bills

T
    Energy costs have m

ade m
e w

orry about m
y 

ability to support m
y fam

ily
T

    Energy costs have m
ade m

e w
onder if m

y 
business is w

orth it

Q
uestion 15 

Electricity retail prices rose by as m
uch as 30%

 this 
year. If the sam

e increases w
ere to occur over the 

com
ing tw

o years, how
 w

ell w
ould your business be 

able to absorb these costs?
T

   Very easy to absorb
T

   S
om

ew
hat easy to absorb

T
   S

om
ew

hat hard to absorb
T

   Extrem
ely hard to absorb

T
   W

ould need to close m
y business

Q
uestion 16

 
H

ow
 m

uch tim
e did you spend investigating different 

energy offers or products in the last 12 m
onths to try 

and reduce your energy bill?
T

   N
o tim

e investigating options
T

   Less than 5 hours
T

   B
etw

een 5-10 hours
T

   10+ hours
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Q
uestion 17 

W
hen you spent tim

e on this, w
hat w

as the outcom
e 

of your investigations into different energy offers or 
products? (Please tick all that apply)
T

   O
rganised a cheaper deal w

ith m
y current provider

T
   S

w
apped providers for a cheaper deal

T
   C

ouldn’t find a better deal
T

   R
an out of tim

e to finish m
y research

T
   M

y energy bills have reduced
T

   M
y energy bills have increased

T
   W

as confused about m
y options

Q
uestion 18 

W
hen you looked into your options for energy 

service providers and deals, w
here did you get your 

inform
ation from

?
T

   In the new
s or m

edia
T

   Energy com
parison w

ebsites
T

   D
irectly from

 energy retailers
T

   B
usiness colleague/friend

T
   Industry peak body

T
   G

oogle or search
T

   Trusted advisor
T

   Personal research
T

   A
 retailer called m

e
T

   I saw
 an ad on TV

T
   O

ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 19

 
D

id you use any of the follow
ing online tools? H

ow
 

useful did you find them
? (S

cale of very useful to not 
useful or didn’t use this tool)
T

   Energym
adeeasy (national)

T
   Pow

er in Your H
ands (N

S
W

)
T

   Yourenergy.nsw
.gov.au (N

S
W

)
T

   EnergyS
ave (Q

ld)
T

    V
ictorian Energy C

om
pare / M

y Pow
er Planner 

(V
ic)

Q
uestion 20

 
W

hat has stopped you from
 investigating different 

options?
T

   N
ot enough tim

e / staff to do this
T

   I don’t know
 w

here to start
T

    N
ot a big enough priority to m

ake it w
orth m

y 
w

hile
T

    I don’t think the tim
e invested w

ould give m
e big 

enough savings to m
ake it w

orthw
hile

T
   N

ot sure
T

   O
ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 21

H
ave you undertaken any of the follow

ing energy 
efficiency m

easures in your place of business?
T

   U
ndertake a form

al ‘energy audit’
T

    Invested in m
inor upgrades like installing energy 

efficient light globes, energy saving devices, etc

T
    Invested in large upgrades like energy efficient 

com
m

ercial appliances/m
achinery / technology or 

solar
T

    C
hanged business processes to operate m

ore 
energy-efficiently

T
    W

orked w
ith staff to change operations to reduce 

energy use
T

   O
ther (please specify)

Q
uestion 22 

A
re there any online inform

ation sources or tools 
that you currently use to m

anage and understand 
your energy costs? 
[O

PEN
 A

N
S

W
ER

]

Q
uestion 23 

W
hat w

ould be the m
ost useful assistance for you 

in helping to reduce your energy bills (S
elect tw

o of 
these options)?
T

    C
learer inform

ation and exam
ples about energy 

reduction m
easures relevant to m

y business type/
industry

T
    H

aving access to inform
ation from

 a trusted 
source (not from

 a salesperson)
T

    G
overnm

ent subsidies for energy system
 

upgrades
T

    A
 ‘one-stop-shop’ for inform

ation and advice on 
energy for sm

all businesses
T

    O
ther (please specify)
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For further inform
ation contact ceo@

cosb
oa.org.au


