
The Right to Power
Keeping First Nations communities 
on prepayment connected.

Australian First Nations’ households and communities 
accessing electricity through mandated prepayment 
arrangements are among the world’s most energy insecure.

Frequent, long-duration disconnections — combined with an absence of consumer protections and hardship 
support standards — are impacting food security, health, wellbeing and economic participation for First 
Nations prepayment customers.

This research shines a national spotlight for the first time on the previously hidden experiences of First 
Nations’ households using prepayment. It charts a path towards energy inclusion for all Australians 
and provides community-led solutions to keep prepayment customers connected to energy.



• Prepayment operates as the default or 
mandated electricity supply arrangement 
across Far North QLD, the Northern Territory, 
WA’s Kimberly region and parts of SA’s APY 
lands and Far West Coast.

• Over 15,000 households and approximately 
65,000 First Nations energy customers
across Australia.

• Prepayment disrupts household energy access 
by privatising the risks of disconnection 
within vulnerable communities.

• A lack of regulatory reporting requirements on 
retailers and governments mean it remains an 
under-examined area of Australian energy 
policy.  

• Many low-income households indicate a 
preference for prepayment compared to 
post-pay systems, weighing the burdens of 
‘self-rationing’ and ‘self-disconnection’ due to 
an inability to pay against the threat of bill 
shock and associated penalties.
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Comprehensive 
retailer data analysis

Over 300 prepayment household surveys completed 
across the NT, WA, SA and Far North QLD1

Service provider 
surveys2

We built an unprecedented picture of electricity usage, expenditure, 
and disconnection events for prepayment customers. 
Research partner Western Sydney University analysed electricity use data 
and disconnection events for 9,748 prepayment customers in NT, WA, and 
SA, representing 65% of prepayment customers in Australia. 

Better understand, and 
recommend, community-led 

solutions to keep prepayment 
customers connected.

Seek feedback on energy affordability and 
access challenges and identify the types of 

policy and program support that would assist 
customers to avoid disconnection.

Explore how organisations 
identify and support people 

using prepayment.

1 a multi-region collaboration with First Nations’ research partners in each prepayment jurisdiction.
2 with retailers, regulators and First Nations and consumer advocacy organisations.
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Research Design
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Overview of data collected
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Household survey results
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Disconnections in a year – Household average



• Tariff is lower – 10 cents per kWh compared to 31 cents per 
kWh (in the NT) .

• Fewer people have experienced a disconnection:
○ 64% in the SA HH survey said that they hadn’t 

disconnected often,
○ only about 50% of smart meters had registered a 

disconnection.
• But some do experience disconnection:

○ 29% in the SA HH survey said that they experienced 
disconnection weekly/fortnightly.

• Concessions are automatically applied.
• Direct debits are possible - from both Centrepay and salary 

(39% used these options).
7

Prepayment has been set up in different ways across Australian energy jurisdictions - and its function differs based on regulations, 
contractual requirements, or retailer decisions, resulting in different outcomes for communities and customers. In South Australia 
the recent roll-out with the following outcomes:

• When disconnections did occur, then 
the same concerns were mentioned:

○ Hot or cold temperatures (46%),
○ Food spoils (43%).
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South Australian Prepayment Roll-Out
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Concession gap
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Extreme heat and disconnections – by climate zone
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Expenditure – average per household



1. Require better reporting by retailers, and performance-based monitoring, to 
achieve meaningful reductions in disconnection events.

2. Adopt clearly defined energy hardship metrics, including an obligation for 
retailers to pro-actively identify and respond to customers in financial 
hardship.

3. Remove barriers that exclude prepayment consumers from accessing, 
owning and enjoying the full benefits of consumer energy resources 
including rooftop solar, energy efficiency and insulation upgrades, and 
community microgrids.

4. Implement measures to assist vulnerable people during extreme 
temperatures and other emergency events

5. Implement national initiatives including a Priority Services Register that 
improves coordination of targeted support for prepayment and other 
vulnerable customers

6. Remove mandated prepayment arrangements and provide prepayment 
customers with the same consumer protections and choice of energy 
services that non prepayment meter customers enjoy.

The following recommendations arise out of this research, with enabling 
actions outlined at an agency, jurisdictional, and governmental level.

Upon recognising that energy is an essential service that must be affordable and accessible by all,
it becomes clear that an overarching goal for prepayment reform is to keep people connected to
power by reducing the rate of disconnections.
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Summary of Recommendations for Reform
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https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/files/374816297/
The_Right_to_Power_-_Full_report_-_High_res.pdf

https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/files/374816297/The_Right_to_Power_-_Full_report_-_High_res.pdf
https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/files/374816297/The_Right_to_Power_-_Full_report_-_High_res.pdf
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Payment difficulty and hardship



1. We await revised energy hardship policies, and we will be interested to see 
whether metrics are adopted/changed and if requirements to pro-actively 
contact customers are adopted.

2. We have proposed a workshop with retailers to discuss the types of metrics 
that they use or would be interested in trialing.

3. We have household surveys that we will match to smart meter data – this 
will let us investigate: 
• who is disconnecting more often,
• who gets identified as being in hardship using existing measures, and
• conduct analysis to compare alternative measures using the amount of debt 

accrued and/or credit top-up behaviours that correspond with financial hardship.

The Right to Power Keeping First Nations communities on prepayment connected.

Moving Forward – Payment difficulty and 
hardship Metrics
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https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/files/3748
16297/The_Right_to_Power_-_Full_report_-
_High_res.pdf

Thomas Longden
t.Longden@westernsydney.edu.au
https://www.linkedin.com/in/thomas-longden-
829581107/
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