
   
 

   
 

 

 

 

14th October 2021 

 

Online submission 
 

UDL submission – Telecommunications consultation and RSQ matters for improvement  

Utilities Disputes Limited: Tautohetohe Whaipainga (UDL) welcomes the opportunity to provide its 
views to the Commerce Commission: Te Komihana Tauhokohoko on its Improving Retail Service 
Quality Report in the telecommunication's sector. 

 

Our background  

UDL is an independent, not-for-profit company that provides fair and independent resolution of 
complaints and disputes between utilities companies and their customers when they are unable to 
be resolved between the parties.  

 

Our purpose is to facilitate a strong relationship of trust between consumers and utilities 
organisations. Our approach to complaints involves prevention, education, and resolution, as 
reflected in our manifesto: Prevent, Educate, Resolve. 

 

UDL currently operates three separate dispute resolution schemes: The Government approved 
Energy Scheme, Broadband Shared Property Access Disputes Scheme, and a voluntary Water 
Complaints Scheme. 

 

Consultation Questions  

 

1. Do you agree the proposed key RSQ matters need improving? Please tell us why, or why 
not 
 
Yes, UDL strongly agrees that the highlighted RSQ matters need improving. They are essential to 
support consumers in a well-functioning competitive industry.  



   
 

   
 

 
The RSQ matters are similar to those found across the energy sector, from which UDL draws its 20 
years’ experience from. We believe the six RSQ categories which the Commerce Commission has 
identified are fundamental building blocks to a fair and transparent market for the consumer as well 
as promoting healthy competition within the industry. UDL has seen the energy sector mature 
significantly particularly over the last ten years in part from having a strong independent mandatory 
dispute resolution service provider.  And more recently through the development of the Electricity 
Authority’s Consumer Care Guidelines 1 (CCG) which address some of the issues raised in the 
Commerce Commission RSQ report. 
 
One example is how the CCG address billing, customer service, debt practices and affordability.   
Retailers should: 
 

• identify, record and use customers’ communication preferences. E.g., channel, language, 
time and day, alternate contact (if the retailer offers options). 

• identify, record and use customer preferences for invoicing. E.g., Frequency of invoice, day 
of payment (if the retailer offers options) 

• keep information about customers’ potential to experience payment difficulties or be 
harmed by lack of access to electricity 

• mention that consumers can access their usage data 

• have a system in place so that people don't have to repeat their story relating to payment 
difficulty 

 
 
The Ministry of Business and Innovation’s 2020 NZ consumer survey found that “compared to other 
categories, problems with home-based telecommunications services can be time consuming to 
resolve. According to survey results 21% of complainants spend 10 hours + trying to resolve their 
problem.2  
 
By improving the RSQ matters, this will, in our experience, improve consumer retention, increase 
consumer satisfaction and trust with the industry and provide clarity for the consumer and a better 
understanding of the service they have signed up for. 
 

 

 

2. Do you agree that debt and affordability practices fall within the scope of RSQ? Please tell 
us why, or why not. 
 
UDL agrees that debt and affordability practices should fall with the scope. If a provider is intending 
to provide a service or product to a consumer, it should be part of their duty of care to ensure the 
consumer can afford it. UDL is of the opinion it should be the responsibility of the provider to offer 
early intervention and address potential payment difficulties. 
 
The CCG suggest retailer support at this stage should include: 
 

 explaining the steps they will take to support the customer 

 reminding the customer they may nominate a support person and/or alternate contact 

 
1 Electricity Authority, Consumer Care Guidelines https://www.ea.govt.nz/assets/dms-assets/28/Consumer-
Care-Guidelines.pdf  
2 Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment “New Zealand Consumer Survey 2020” (2020) at page 50 

https://www.ea.govt.nz/assets/dms-assets/28/Consumer-Care-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.ea.govt.nz/assets/dms-assets/28/Consumer-Care-Guidelines.pdf


   
 

   
 

 checking they are on the best pricing plan  

 offer a pricing plan that is more appropriate and offer referrals to financial mentors and 
support agencies 

 if the customer contacts a support agency, offer to pause the collection process for 7 to 14 
days 

 discussing payment plans 

 referring the customer to Work and Income or a support agency likely to help with payment 
as a last resort (with customer agreement). 

 
 
In UDL’s experience, we are encountering many more vulnerable consumers in a COVID world. We 
are seeing consumers that have lost or reduced their income while increasing their energy use and 
are unaware of the mechanisms to ask for help or assistance. These may be people who have never 
experienced vulnerability before.  Disconnection of service should be seen as a last resort measure; 
the retailer should exhaust all other avenues before moving to disconnection.  

 

 

3. Do you agree that we should only maintain a watching brief over the matter in paragraph 
53? Please tell us why, or why not 
 
UDL agrees that not all matters in paragraph 53 are fundamental to a well-functioning industry and 
given the current breadth of other issues that need addressing it may be appropriate for the 
Commission to maintain a watching brief at this point over those matters. The industry, should 
however, be encouraged to make improvement in these areas.  Many of those issues contribute to 
overall low consumer satisfaction although may not be matters consumers will raise as a concern on 
their own.   Our experience in the energy industry is that the matters set out in 53.2 to 53.6 are 
matters often raised as part of other complaints, or as initial inquiries and contribute to low overall 
distrust of providers and the industry.  
 
4. Of the proposed key RSQ matters, which ones do you think we should address first? Please 
tell us why 

UDL believes all the identified RSQ categories are important and where possible should be addressed 
concurrently.    

Based on our experience and knowledge of the complaints received by TDR and the Australian TIO, 
we all share common ground with the types of complaints being received. Billing and customer 
service are more often than not in the top two for dispute resolution organisations although the 
description of those terms is often generic in nature and needs to be more granular. 

UDL believes it may be helpful to address the categories in the order below for the reasons set out. 

 

1.  Debt practices and affordability.  Steps are put in place to relieve immediate stress in part 
due to Covid-19. 

 



   
 

   
 

2. The switching process.  It is simpler for dissatisfied consumers to easily switch which may 
resolve existing dissatisfaction. 

 

3. Billing.   There are simpler and easy to read bills with higher amounts fully explained and 
steps to address hardship or inability or pay clearly set out short of disconnection. 

 

4. Customer service.   Having access to better customer service will assist with all of the 
categories and this improvement should be able to be addressed relatively quickly. 

 

5. Contract issues.   This will involve educating consumers as well as providers and taking steps 
to simplify contracts and ensure they are fair.   Many or most customers do not read their 
telco contracts so this will need to also be addressed with perhaps an easy English cover 
sheet highlighting the top 3 issues in the contract. 

 

6. Product disclosure.  This is important and may take longer to implement – however it would 
assist more consumers to have some of the other more common issues sorted earlier.   This 
is on the assumption lesser numbers of customers move to new products. 

 

5. Do you think an industry or Commission RSQ code would improve the proposed RSQ 
matters? Please tell us why 

UDL is of the opinion that a mandatory industry RSQ code is more likely to be successful, with the 
Commerce Commission enforcing the code should that be necessary. This would encourage 
ownership and buy in from industry, encouraging pride in its industry, as well as ensuring a level of 
consumer protection. 

  

Next steps 

We are available to present this submission in person or by video link if required. If we can be of 
further assistance at this stage, please contact Hamish Clareburt directly at 
h.clareburt@utilitiesdisputes.co.nz. 

 

Nāku noa, nā 

 

mailto:h.clareburt@utilitiesdisputes.co.nz


   
 

   
 

 

 

Mary Ollivier   
Commissioner: Komihana   
Utilities Disputes Limited  
Tautohetohe Whaipainga 

 

 


