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A word from the
CEO and Chair
It’s a pleasure to present Consumer Action Law Centre’s
Impact Report for 2015/16.
Consumer Action protects the community from
exploitative and unfair businesses models and practices.
Our mission is to ensure that everyone in the community
benefits from fair and well-functioning markets. These are
big goals, so this year we have for the first time produced
an Impact Report, to demonstrate the impact our work has
on people's lives.
Our advocacy is grounded in the experiences of the people
we serve. Our financial counselling service and legal
practice have again supported around 20,000 Victorians
this year. We also actively support financial counsellors
and community workers throughout Victoria, particularly
through legal advice and training. This helps us expand our
reach and ensures we are responding to the issues
affecting the most vulnerable people in the community.
Consumer Action has achieved some significant wins with
Australians marginalised by unfair markets and business
practices, including on issues such as retirement living and
energy affordability. On the former, we worked with
residents to place this issue on the Victorian parliamentary
agenda — this work led to an inquiry into the retirement
housing sector which is now underway.
On energy, our 'Heat or Eat' report, which shared the
stories of Victorians who had been disconnected from

electricity or gas and contributed to an inquiry into
financial hardship practices of energy retailers undertaken
by the Essential Services Commission.
As part of demonstrating impact and, importantly, to
continuously improve on our efforts, the centre has this
year engaged in significant evaluation activities, including
evaluations of our legal advice line, financial counselling
and worker advice services. Reports have been published
on our website so we can share lessons with others.
Our broader campaign work also utilises reflection and
evaluation. An example involves our efforts to fix unfair
energy contracts through changing national energy rules, a
joint project with the Consumer Utilities Advocacy Centre.
While we weren't able to get the change we were seeking,
the evaluation showed we had an impact on industry
practice and helped other advocates push forward with
change. Our advocacy also led to a Victorian ban on early
termination (exit) fees when energy retailers change
prices.
We continue to hold ourselves accountable for making a
tangible difference. We encourage you to delve into this
report which demonstrates the impact we’re having on
Australians and the community workers who help them
with consumer issues.
Barbara Romeril, Board Chair.
Gerard Brody, Chief Executive Officer.

Financial counselling hours:
Consumer line hours:

Services
Consumer Advice Line - 1800 466 477 - M-F 10am-1pm
Worker Advice Line - (03) 9602 3326 - M-F 10am-1pm & 2pm-5pm
The National Debt Helpline - 1800 007 007 - M-F 9:30am - 5pm

Photo: Kay Dilger (Financial Resilience Manager) and Rachna Bowman
(Senior Financial Counsellor) from South East Community Links - users of
Consumer Action's Worker Advice Line.

Excellent
services, built
on reflective
practice

I had to make that
phone call and it was
the best thing I
ever did"
"

A friendly voice

Access to financial counselling makes a huge difference in the lives of people all across Australia. In Victoria alone,
Consumer Action's team of financial counsellors take over 20,000 phone calls a year. Claire Thomas from Melbourne's
eastern suburbs kindly invited us into her home so we could meet face to face with one of the many voices we hear
from every day. Meeting with Sarah Brown-Shaw, part of our MoneyHelp team, Claire told us what it was like to have
the reassurance of Consumer Action’s counsellors during a financial rough patch a little over two years ago.
"I googled it [financial counselling] and your website came up" she told us. Claire called our MoneyHelp service and
got through to Edmund who talked through her situation and offered a helping hand. "He was just so kind and was
talking to me like this was completely normal. We just went through the figures together".
Over two years, Consumer Action’s financial counsellors were a friendly voice on the other end of the line to support
Claire in taking control of her situation. "I have so much more confidence with our finances." she said.
"I've just had a complete mind shift.” As she took us outside to play with her daughter on the trampoline, Claire told us
that she and her partner are now looking at buying a house of their own.
With things looking up, we asked Claire what advice she’d give to others going through a rough patch. “Reach out and
make that first phone call, which is really hard. I had to make that phone call and it was the best thing I ever did."
MoneyHelp's financial counselling services are available for free on 1800 007 007.
Excellent services, built on reflective practice

Photo: Residents of retirement villages fighting for their rights in VCAT.

Use people's
experiences to
achieve broader
outcomes

precious years of our
retirement spent
battling these huge
businesses"

"...

Fair retirement housing

"Secure housing is something that most of us take for granted, yet stories of harassment, bullying and unsafe housing
are often too commonplace in the retirement village industry" - that's what Lesley Menzies OAM and President of
Residents of Retirement Villages Victoria (RRVV) told members of Victorian Parliament in October 2015. "Dispute
resolution rarely works" she said. "Complaints must be handed to the manager, who may be the perpetrator, then the
owner/operator, it then moves to Consumer Affairs and then to VCAT...precious years of our retirement spent battling
these huge businesses who have access to banks of lawyers."
With retirement housing regulations governed by different pieces of legislation, residents can be easily confused by
what their rights are. Through our casework we've seen many older Victorians dealing with extremely complex
contracts, making it difficult for them to understand their rights and obligations. Comparing options is also difficult and
there is a lack of specialist legal advice for people on low incomes.
We worked with our partners at Housing for the Aged Action Group (HAAG), Council on the Ageing (COTA) Victoria, and
Residents of Retirement Villages Victoria (RRVV), to raise the profile of the problems older Victorians are experiencing,
key issues related to the complexity of their contracts, the fees charged, and the difficulties they have in resolving
disputes quickly and fairly.
Together, we’ve pushed these issues into the spotlight, with more than 70 residents participating in our October
parliamentary event. The overwhelming message was the need for an ombudsman to resolve disputes quickly and
fairly, without the need to resort to slow, costly and adversarial courts and tribunals. With the Opposition and the
Greens offering support for action, the stage was set for reform, and in 2016 the parliament commenced an inquiry
into Victoria’s retirement housing sector. The Inquiry will hold public hearings in the latter half of 2016, and report back
by March 2017.
Use people's experiences to achieve broader outcomes

Photo: Consumer Action launches DemandARefund.com with a "Stop Selling Junk" protest.

A centre for
excellence in
consumer advocacy,
law and policy

Why would
anyone ever buy
one of these if
the company is
not going to
honour it?"
"

DemandARefund.com

Zane Alcorn, a tradie from Melbourne's northern suburbs, relies on his van to make a living, so he bought an
extended warranty thinking it would protect him. However, when the van broke down and he went to claim he fell prey
to a list of exclusions that almost rendered the warranty completely worthless. "It seemed kind of absurd" said Zane. "I
guess I just trusted that there would be enough protections."
Zane contacted Consumer Action and with the help of our legal service, managed to fight back against the company in
order to get his van back on the road. Unfortunately these stories have been all too common at Consumer Action over
the last decade, with countless Australians sold junk insurance and rubbish warranties.
Our policy experts crunched the numbers and realised that Australians were being sold over $70m in junk policies
every year. Poorly designed products, shocking sales behaviour and outrageous commissions were uncovered as part
of our reports 'Donating Your Money To A Warranty Company' and 'Junk Merchants' so we decided to do
something about it.
Following Zane's experience, Consumer Action set up DemandARefund.com - a website that helps Australians to
complain about junk insurance and rubbish warranties and demand their money back. Since the launch of the
website, Australians have demanded over $300,000 back and been featured by the Herald Sun, The Age, the TODAY
Show, Today Tonight, the ABC and more.
The website was noted by the Australian Securities and Investments Commission in their 'A market that is failing
consumers: The sale of add-on insurance through car dealers' report. Consumer Action will continue to fight these
products in 2017.
A centre for excellence in consumer advocacy, law and policy

Photo: Senior Policy Officer David Leermakers and Senior Solicitor Philippa Heir

A bold and smart
advocate

They don't care. They just
want their money"

"

Heat, or eat?

"They don’t care. They just want their money.” That’s what 27 year old Emira* told our researchers about having her
power disconnected in the midst of trying to escape a violent relationship. This year was a powerful year for Consumer
Action’s work on energy, with the release of our ‘Heat or Eat’ report, featuring stories like Emira’s that showed the
decision to disconnect can cause major shockwaves in the lives of family violence victims, people living with mental
health issues and those living in poverty.
On a daily basis, our financial counsellors hear the stories of Victorians who are struggling to make ends meet, and in
the worst cases, making the awful choice each night between whether they should heat their house, or whether they
should eat. Our legal team often advise and go in to fight for people who’ve had problems with products and services in
the energy market and our policy team have worked diligently over many years to make sure governments, regulators
and energy companies operate a fair market that recognises energy as a truly essential service.
Looking ahead, Consumer Action has also led the discussion about the future of the energy market and making sure
that the needs of Australians are taken into account as technology rapidly transforms what our energy market, and the
products and services it provides, looks like for the future.
Consumer Action’s 'Power Transformed' report, informed by the Demand-side Energy Reference Group and released
in July 2016, was the first attempt within Australia’s energy market to focus on the experiences and engagement of
consumers. A useful blueprint for whole of sector collaboration, the project drew together a reference group of senior
leaders from rule-makers, regulators, government departments, traditional industry, innovators, academics and
consumer organisations who worked together over 12 months to explore how to enable better consumer outcomes
and build trust in the face of rapid transformation.
By working with people impacted by the energy market, the companies that serve them and the public servants who
write and enforce the market rules, we’re working towards an energy market where Emira, and many more like her, get
a fair go and access to safe, secure and affordable energy.
*name changed for privacy
A bold and smart advocate

Photo: Campaigns & Comms Officer Mick Bellairs and Senior Policy Officer Katherine Temple.

Systems, structures
and processes that
support our people
to do a great job

Lawyering for change
In 2015, Agata Wierzbowski undertook the Victoria Law Foundation’s Community
Law Centre Fellowship. Through the fellowship, she researched how community
legal centres can maximise the impact of their legal casework in advocacy. As part of
this, over six months she met with over 100 community lawyers and change makers
across Australia, and internationally in South Africa, Canada, the USA and the UK.
The project findings are set out in the Lawyering for Change report, available online
at: keepingthemhonestblog.com
“The Fellowship provided me with the lucky privilege of learning how other
organisations strive to achieve social change, and improve access to justice. I
wouldn’t have had this opportunity had I remained in the office”, Agata said. “I’m
glad to hear that many of my community lawyer colleagues have found the
Lawyering for Change report and its principles useful, and that it is part of an
ongoing conversation in the sector about how we can better help our clients”.

Sisters' Day Out
Financial counsellors Elyse Hoskins and Dianne Dejanovic have attended several Sisters'
Day Out workshops in 2015/16, organised by the Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention
and Legal Service.
The workshops provide pampering and well-being activities for Aboriginal women
alongside information on family violence and opportunities to talk to vital community
services. Agencies attending Sisters Day Out workshops play an essential role in breaking
down the barriers to access faced by Aboriginal women, thereby reducing vulnerability to
family violence. Elyse found the days really valuable telling us that "you could see the
barriers being broken down between the women and the services attending"
Given the majority of our financial counselling work is on the phone, events like this give
our team the opportunity to get out into the community and assist those people less
likely to give us a call. Dianne (pictured with a film crew on one of the days) said "it's a
great opportunity to build rapport with the Aboriginal community and also with other
agencies who service that community"

The language of consumer
advocacy
How do we make the language of consumer advocacy more powerful? Our Media
and Communications Officer Jonathan Brown undertook a 2 month Messaging and
Communication Fellowship with the Centre for Australian Progress. Fellows from all
around Australia and New Zealand learned about the latest research in social
change messaging from internationally renowned language exoert Anat ShenkerOsorio.
"It was amazing to learn from Anat" said Jonathan. "I now know what consumer
advocates need to do to make our stories have more impact. Anat's research and
guidance has already helped me to improve our storytelling and advocacy at
Consumer Action and I can't wait to share everything I've learned more broadly
across our sector."

With thanks to the Victoria Law Foundation, Sisters' Day Out and the Centre for Australian Progress.

Systems, structures and processes that support our people to do a great job
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2016
$
3,651,535
278,470

2015
$
3,795,342
338,514

-3,270,636
-456,511
-129,738
-10,967
-87,732
-129,179

-2,950,520
-392,934
- 124,588
-8,108
-22,831
-134,580

-154,758

500,295

Current Assets
Non-current Assets
Current Liabilities
Non-current Liabilities

2016
$
2,984,690
243,879
974,261
45,526

2015
$
3,066,613
114,889
746,374
71,588

Net Equity

2,208,782

2,363,540

INCOME
Grants, revenue
Other income
EXPENSES
Employee benefits and costs
Facilities and overheads
Resources and planning
Finance and accounting
Depreciation
Other expenses
Surplus/Deficit

STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION

Full financial report available at consumeraction.org.au/about
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Action:

709k

20k

$

Financial
Counselling
calls

won back for some of the
community's most marginalised
people.

+

legal advice (community workers)

9.8k

legal advice
(Victorians)

We helped
We helped
over
+

1000

people with
litigation or complex
legal matters

We delivered
Outreach Training to
over

700

workers across
Victoria.

Our callers spoke
over

5417

125 single
parents
languages

6100+

people who accessed
our services earned
under

26k

$

per year

Our policy
experts

engaged with
Government, industry,
regulators and advocates
over 840 times and
featured in over 400
media stories.

