No. 2  How to ask for a gas, electricity or water hardship variation by phone

Use the following step-by-step guide to ask your utility company for hardship consideration.
· Check your utility company’s website for details about their policy for people in your circumstances. Search for terms such as “hardship policy”, “hardship program”, or “flexible payment arrangements”

· Have your last couple of bills with you and find the “enquiries” phone number
· Phone the enquiry number and choose the “bill enquiries” option 

· Take a note of the date and time of your call, and the name of all consultants you speak to

· Advise the consultant that your circumstances have changed and you are unable to pay your utility bill
You might use one of the following:
- “I’ve been told I need to speak to your hardship section. Can you put me through”
-  “My circumstances have changed and I’ve got less income. I can’t afford to pay my  
   gas, electricity or water bill ”
- “I’ve lost my job and have no income but I don’t want to be disconnected”
- “I can’t afford to pay my bill now and don’t know when I’ll be able to”
- “I’ve got a lot going on, and don’t think I can meet my expenses including my 
  gas, electricity or water bill”

· Repeat, if necessary, that your circumstances have changed and that you’ve been told they may be able to offer you special payment arrangements because your income is reduced. Ask again that your call be put through to the hardship section 

· Ask the hardship specialist to explain the options available to you. You might ask …
- “Can I pay a reduced amount until my circumstances improve or for a few months?”
-  “Can I stop paying until my circumstances improve?” 
- “Can I stop payments and catch them up later?”
- “Can I just pay part of my gas, electricity or water bill for the time being?”
- “Can you offer me a changed payment plan given my circumstances?” 

· Don’t agree to a payment plan that you cannot realistically afford to maintain. DON’T OVER-COMMIT. It’s better to be able to pay extra if you find yourself with some spare money than to struggle to meet payments you’ve agreed to, but that are beyond your means 

· Review your income and expenses and prepare a debt management plan (a financial counsellor can assist you with this). This way you will know how much you can realistically afford to pay off each of your bills in your current circumstances 

· If you think you cannot afford a payment plan suggested by your utility company, you might say …
- “I’d like to be able to do that, but can’t in my present circumstances”
- “It’s very difficult. I have very little income at present”
- “That’s not something I can afford with my present income”
- “Can you suggest a more affordable option for somebody in my circumstances”
· Ask the consultant to send you a written copy of the full details of any payment plan they propose before you agree to the change

· Get advice from a financial counsellor [Link to MoneyHelp help page] if you are having difficulty understanding the proposal or deciding on the best way to manage your payments in your current circumstances

· If you cannot reach an agreement, you can take the matter to the Energy and Water Ombudsman of Victoria

· Keep a detailed record of all contact you have with your lender and others in relation to the request for change

