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Executive Summary 
 

This report presents data on Australia’s household infrastructure bill, that is the amount paid by 

households for water and sewerage, energy, transport and communications. The Australian household 

infrastructure bill has been established using data from the Household Expenditure Survey (HES) carried 

out every six years by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the annual National Performance 

Report: Urban Water Utilities published by the Bureau of Meteorology (BOM).  

Australia’s household infrastructure bill has grown from $277 to $314 between 2003-04 and 2015-16 in 

real terms. While the average household infrastructure bill has grown, households are spending slightly 

less of their household disposable income on infrastructure bills now compared to 12 years ago. The 

biggest expense is for transport. The infrastructure bills that have grown the fastest over the time period 

looked at in this report are energy (all forms including electricity and gas) and water and sewerage (29% 

and 28% growth in real terms respectively).  

The burden of infrastructure costs is greatest for those households earning the lowest incomes. While 

the weekly infrastructure bill is systematically smaller the lower the income quintile, households in the 

lowest quintile spend one-third of their disposable income on infrastrucutre. While this is a smaller 

burden now than in 2003-04, it represents a burden more than twice as high as among those in the 

highest income households.  

Across Australia, households in the Northern Territory are paying the largest infrastructure bill, followed 

by the Australian Capital Territory (ACT). Despite the variation in the quantum of the household 

infrastructure bill paid between Australian States and Territories, there are only small differences in 

terms of the burden of the infrastructure bill. All the States and Territories pay similar percentages 

although Victoria pays the biggest share of disposable income and of all houseohld expenses. 

There are clear differences across households of different incomes in terms of  the infrastructure bill paid, 

and the share of disposable income required to meet infrastructure bills. Among low income households 

across all states there is $42 difference between the highest and lowest bills paid (Victoria and Tasmania 

respectively).  In Victoria, over one-third of disposable income is spent on infrastructure.   

While the HES has formed the baseline of this report, data are only available every six years. This report 

explores alternative measures using data from the longitudinal survey, Household, Income and Labour 

Dynamics in Australia (HILDA). Reported expenses are much lower for HILDA compared to HES, reflecting 

different data collection methods. Despite these differences, HILDA also captures rising costs for energy, 

a pattern seen in the HES data.  

Preparing data for this report highlighted that access to timely data is a key issue for understanding 

Australia’s household infrastructure bill. There is no comprehensive and up-to-date data that allow 

monitoring of changing household infrastructure bills, or the impact of infrastructure bill stress on 

households. Big data offers two opportunities. First, partnering with a bank to monitor payment of 

household infrastructure bills in a way that protects customer privacy and allows assessment of changes 

to what is being paid would provide the data needed. Second, working with infrastructure providers to 

create a national data lake, whereby infrastructure providers could share fine scale, near-real-time, 

deidentified data via APIs based on a fee for service basis, or where possible as open data.  
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Data from a national survey on perceptions showed that transport stands out as being viewed as of poor 

quality and difficult to access among household infrastructure assets. In contrast, transport was 

perceived as the most affordable of household infrastructure assets that households paid for despite it 

being such a large part of the household infrastructure bill.  As the largest component of weekly 

household expenditure, transport costs have risen 8.5% in real terms from 2003-04 to 2015-16. Increases 

in vehicle operating costs have been mitigated by a 20% reduction in vehicle purchase costs. While 

Australians are not buying less vehicles, the vehicles they are buying are cheaper.  

Energy, and in particular, electricity stands out as being perceived as costly or very costly. It was the only 

infrastructure cost that over half of respondents reported as costly, except for gas in the ACT.  Despite 

paying more for electricity, Australians are using less electricity in their homes. This may be linked to 

perceptions of cost.  
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Australia’s household infrastructure bill 

Australia 
In Australia, households1 on average were spending on average 13%  more in real terms on direct 

infrastructure costs in 2015-16 compared to 12 years earlier in 2003-04.  The biggest weekly 

infrastructure cost for Australian households was transport. This includes costs associated with 

maintaining a car and fuel as well as public transport fares.  

Figure 1: Australia’s household infrastructure bill, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

The infrastructure bills that have grown the fastest over the time period shown are energy (all forms 

including electricity and gas) and water and sewerage (29% and 28% growth in real terms respectively). 

Despite this growth in the amount of money paid on infrastructure bills by Australian households, they 

made up less of a burden on household’s disposable income in 2015-16 compared to 12 years earlier. Of 

note is that there has been little change in how much the share of household expenses is directed to 

infrastructure.  

  

                                                           
1 Household expenditure refers to average household expenditure for a dwelling or property. The Household 
Expenditure Survey (ABS) provides data on average expenditure on communication, energy and transport. Average 
water and sewerage bills from urban water authorities as published by the Bureau of Meteorology. See Appendix A. 
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Table 1: Weekly household infrastructure bill by components, Australia, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 $AU (inflation adjusted to June 2016)  

$ spent on infrastructure   Change (%) 
2003-04 to 2015-16  2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 

Water $18.31 $19.01 $23.44 28.0% 
Energy $31.48 $36.46 $40.53 28.8% 
Transport $189.11 $216.27 $205.11 8.5% 
Communication $38.50 $38.21 $45.31 17.71 
Infrastructure bill $277.40 $309.95 $314.39 13.3% 
     
Total household 
expenses(1) $1,212.95 $1,217.81 $1,217.81 18% 

     

% of all household expenditure spent on infrastructure 
    Change  

2003-04 to 2015-16  2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 

Water 1.5% 1.3% 1.6% 0.1% 
Energy 2.6% 2.6% 2.8% 0.2% 
Transport 15.6% 15.3% 14.3% -1.3% 
Communication 3.2% 2.7% 3.2% 0.0 
Infrastructure bill 22.9% 22.0% 21.9% -0.9% 

     

Disposable 
household income $1,446.32 $1,891.40 $2,015.81 

 
39.4% 

     

% disposable income spent on infrastructure 
 

Change  
2003-04 to 2015-16  2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 

Water 1.3% 1.0% 1.2% -0.1% 
Energy 2.2% 1.9% 2.0% -0.2% 
Transport 13.1% 11.4% 10.2% -2.9% 
Communication 2.7% 2.0% 2.2% -0.4% 
Infrastructure bill 19.2% 16.4% 15.6% -3.6% 

(1) Household expenses are for good and services purchased by the household. In addition to the household infrastructure bill, 
household expenditure includes education, medical care and health, and other goods and servcies.  

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

The household infrastructure bill by income 
The burden of infrastructure costs is greatest for those households earning the lowest incomes. While 

the weekly infrastructure bill is systematically smaller the lower the income quintile, households in the 

lowest quintile spend one-third of their disposable income on infrastructure. While this is a smaller 

burden now than in 2003-04, it represents a burden more than twice as high as among those in the 

highest income households.  
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Table 2: Weekly household infrastructure bill by income quintile, Australia 2003-04 to 2015-16 

Infrastructure bill    

 2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 

Change (%) 

2003-04 to 2015-16 

Lowest $136.83 $143.03 $147.29 8% 

Second  $195.46 $205.58 $209.35 7% 

Third $275.13 $284.45 $290.33 6% 

Fourth $347.39 $361.22 $373.74 8% 

Highest $431.69 $555.32 $551.19 28% 

     

Share of disposable income spent  

 2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 

Change 

2003-04 to 2015-16 

Lowest 38.9% 34.4% 32.0% -6.9% 

Second  28.2% 24.3% 23.2% -5.0% 

Third 25.9% 21.3% 20.8% -5.1% 

Fourth 22.9% 18.6% 18.3% -4.6% 

Highest 17.0% 15.7% 14.8% -2.2% 
 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

There are accepted measures of housing affordablity in Australia in terms of how much of a household 

income is being spent on housing, that is mortgage or rent payments. Generally, housing stress is when a 

household is paying more than 30% of its income in housing costs. Because higher income households 

can spend a higher proportion of its income without expreiencing problems, they are often exlcuded 

from housing stress analyses. Consequently, a ratio of 30/40 is often used as a benchmark—that is, if 

households that fall in the bottom 40% by income spend more than 30% of their income on housing, they 

are defined as being in housing stress.2 

There are no similar, agreed thresholds of affordability or stress indicators related to household 

infrastructure bills. There are, however, clear differences in the share of income being spent on 

infrastructure costs. To assess affordability, therefore, we have developed a range of affordability 

thresholds to estimate the infrastructure burden on households. These have been informed by the 

international literature and the data used in this report (see Appendix 2 for more detail on how these 

were set). Affordability thresholds have been set as follows: 

• Water and Sewerage – more than 3% of disposable income 

• Energy – more than 6% of disposable income 

• Transport – more than 15% of disposable income 

• Communication – more than 5% of disposable income  

                                                           
2 Thomas, M. and Hall, A. (2016) “Housing affordability in Australia”, Parliamentary Library Briefing Book – 45th 
Parliament. Parliament of Australia: Canberra.   
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook
45p/HousingAffordability  

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook45p/HousingAffordability
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook45p/HousingAffordability
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Using these thresholds we see that those households with the lowest 20% of incomes consistently pay 

above the affordability threshold for all infrastructure costs. It is noteworthy that all households except 

those in the highest income bracket paid above the transport threshold in 2003-04 (Figure 2).   

Figure 2: Share of disposable income spent on household infrastructure bill by income quintile, Australia, 

2003-04 to 2015-16 

  

   

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

States and Territories  
Across Australia, households in the Northern Territory are paying the largest infrastructure bill, followed 

by the Australian Capital Territory (ACT). This could reflect the smaller sample size for the two Territories 

that for previous years’ results are not available separately. The BOM National Performance Report data, 

however, indicate this is a real difference. Water and sewerage bills in the Northern Territory, for 

example, are between $8 and $17 more expensive than all other states and the ACT. 
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Figure 3: Weekly household infrastructure bill, States and Territories, 2015-16 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities 

Despite the variation in the quantum of the household infrastructure bill paid between Australian States 

and Territories, there are only small differences in terms of the burden of the infrastructure bill. All the 

States and Territories pay similar percentages with a variation of only 3% across the board  (Table 3). 

However, it is noted that Victorian households do pay the most against both of these measures, 23% and 

17% respectively. 

Table 3: Share of household expenditure and of disposable income spent on infrastructure 

% share of: NSW VIC QLD SA WA TAS NT ACT 

all expenses 21.2% 23.1% 22.8% 20.1% 20.4% 22.3% 20.7% 20.3% 

disposable income 14.9% 16.8% 16.5% 13.8% 14.0% 16.5% 16.5% 15.0% 
Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities 

State and Territory differences by income 
There are clear differences across households of different incomes in terms of  the infrastructure bill paid, 

and the share of disposable income required to meet infrastructure bills (Table 4). Among low income 

households across all states there is $42 difference between the highest and lowest bills paid (Victoria 

and Tasmania respectively).  In Victoria, over one-third of disposable income is spent on infrastructure.   
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Table 4: Weekly household infrastructure bill by income quintile, States and Territories, 2015-16 

State 
Lowest Second Third Fourth Highest 

Difference 
Quintiles 1 

& 5 

 Household infrastructure bill ($AU)  

NSW $ 139.44 $ 203.62 $ 311.10 $ 381.08 $ 584.12 $ 444.68 

VIC $ 163.52 $ 222.24 $ 292.91 $ 381.83 $ 592.78 $ 429.25 

QLD $ 159.87 $ 205.35 $ 259.81 $ 372.17 $ 569.71 $ 409.84 

SA $ 138.33 $ 173.39 $ 256.47 $ 330.54 $ 447.94 $ 309.61 

WA $ 136.89 $ 237.07 $ 283.60 $ 338.87 $ 469.23 $ 332.33 

TAS $ 127.86 $ 194.01 $ 276.78 $ 345.32 $ 450.59 $ 322.72 

NT $ 175.21 $ 308.45 $ 339.16 $ 371.13 $ 579.97 $ 404.76 

ACT $ 169.34 $ 230.36 $ 303.46 $ 438.70 $ 543.30 $ 373.95 

 
 

% of disposable income spent on household infrastructure bill 
 

NSW 31.3% 22.0% 21.4% 17.7% 14.3% 17.0% 

VIC 35.0% 25.1% 21.3% 18.9% 16.3% 19.7% 

QLD 32.8% 22.4% 19.4% 19.2% 16.5% 16.3% 

SA 33.1% 22.5% 21.4% 19.4% 14.3% 18.8% 

WA 29.5% 25.2% 18.6% 15.1% 12.3% 17.2% 

TAS 29.3% 25.6% 24.5% 20.9% 17.2% 12.1% 

NT 25.4% 21.1% 17.5% 14.8% 14.4% 10.9% 

ACT 28.1% 17.9% 17.0% 17.8% 14.8% 13.4% 
Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

 

Not surprisingly, the 20% of households with the lowest incomes are most likely to be paying above the 

affordability thresholds (Figure 4). In all states and territories, the lowest income households were paying 

more than 3% of disposable income on water and sewerage bills.  Victoria, South Australia and Northern 

Territory had low income households paying over 5% for communication bills. Victoria, South Australia 

and Tasmania saw those households on the lowest incomes paying above the affordability threshold.   

Transport stands out as having a different impact on households by income compared to other 

infrastructure costs. In some states the transport burden was not greatest among the households with 

the lowest incomes. This likely reflects different household composition affecting transport needs, a 

factor that was unable to be controlled for in this analysis.   
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Figure 4: Share of disposable income spent on household infrastructure bill by income quintile and 

affordability threshold(1), States and Territories, 2015-16 

   

   

(1) See Appendix 2 for how these are determined.  
Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF), BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

Changes over time 
The same data used to measure Australia’s household infrastructure bill are available to show changes 

over time to the household infrastructure spend for New South Wales, Victoria and Western Australia.3 

Of note is the higher bill for Western Australia in 2009-10, driven by a higher transport bill reported in 

that year compared to others (see Transport section below for more information).  

                                                           
3 HES data are not available disaggregated for the NT and ACT in 2003-04 and 2009-10. Water and sewerage data 
were not published for Tasmania and South Australia in 2009-10 giving insufficient data to estimate 2003-04 bills 
using the same method applied throughout the rest of the report. While Queensland data were available for 2009-
10, there were fewer reporting facilities and there are insufficient data to prepare plausible results.   
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Table 5: Weekly household infrastructure bill, Australian States, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

Total household infrastructure bill $AU (2016) Change (%) 
2003-04 to 2015-16 

 2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 

Australia     

NSW $280.25 $317.49 $323.88 16% 

VIC $278.15 $311.74 $330.73 19% 

WA $283.11 $320.95 $293.31 4% 

% of disposable household income spent on infrastructure bill 
   

Australia     

NSW 18.2% 16.4% 14.9% -3.2% 

VIC 19.1% 17.3% 16.8% -2.3% 

WA 20.1% 14.5% 14.0% -6.1% 
Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF), BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

 

 

Energy, Communication and Transport  
While a comparison of the total household infrastructure bill across all States and Territories over time is 

not possible within current data availability, the HES allows us to look at changes in parts of the bill for 

the six States (Figure 5). Across all States, the cost of energy and communication bills have increased in 

real terms over the 12 years from 2003-04 to 2015-16, although this increase was within $1 from 2009-10 

to 2015-16 for Tasmania. The transport bill, however, was cheaper in 2015-16 compared to six years 

earlier, except in Victoria (see section on Transport below).  
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Figure 5: Components of the household infrastructure bill, States and Territories 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 

 

 

Source: ABS, Household Expenditure Survey (Basic CURF). 



 

 

14 Infrastructure Australia: National Infrastructure Bill 

What other data sets tell us 

A note on data 
A hybrid of data from the Household Expenditure Survey (HES) and the National Performance Report 

prepared by the Bureau of Meterology has been used to prepare the national household infrastructure 

bill. The HES has been used because it reflects expenses that respondent report as bills are paid. Water 

and sewerage bills (shown as ‘Water’ in tables and figures), however, appear under-reported compared 

to BOM data from the National Performance Report. As discussed below, BOM data have been used for 

water and sewerage because it reflects actual charges from water authorities to dwellings.  

A key shortcoming of the HES data is that the survey only takes place every six years. This means any 

annual fluctuations in infrastructure costs are not captured. For this audit, it means the most recent data 

are for 2015-16 and may not capture recent changes to household infrastructure costs.  

Information on household infrastructure bill spend is reported as the average spend across households. 

This does not take account changes in household composition that may be seen over time. This type of 

analysis that looks at affordability by household member uses a method called equivalisation, whereby 

weights are applied to take account of the number of adults and children living in a household. This 

approach was not used to ensure consistency across the audit report, and to make it easier to explain 

results in actual spend per week.     

The water bill as measured by the HES 
The household water bill has been calculated using Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) data from the National 

Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities, rather than the reported water and sewerage costs captured 

via the Household Expenditure Survey. The BOM National Performance Report data report the average 

water bill paid on each property, rather than the amount reported by households in the HES (see Figure 

6).  

The advantages of using the BOM dataset are: 

- Data are sourced from actual water and sewerage bills, with less chance of errors 

- Data are sourced from all dwellings who pay water and sewerage bills, as compared to a survey 

sample 

- Data represent the amount paid by all home owners. HES data do not include water and 

sewerage bills paid by landlords, reflecting the fact that the majority of Australian renters do not 

directly pay water and sewerage bills. As of 2016 Census, 32.2% of dwellings are rented. Without 

controlling for dwelling tenure type, HES water bill data understate the amount paid by home 

owners. However, the BOM data overstate the amount paid by those who are not owner-

occupiers.  

The weakness of the BOM dataset is that data are not available from all urban water authorities across 

the time period of this report. Reporting data only extends to 2005-06, with a significant improvement in 

number of reporting water authorities from 2007-08 onwards. No data are available from South Australia 

prior to 2013-14, or from Tasmania prior to 2014-15. As detailed in Appendix A, estimates of the 2003-04 

water bill have been used to establish a longer time series. 
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Figure 6: HES and BOM weekly water bill spend compared 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities. 

HILDA: alternate way of calculating the bill 
The longitudinal survey, Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA), collects 

information from respondents asking them to report their annual income. When combined with water 

and sewerage data from the BOM National Performance Report, the data show that the annual 

household infrastructure bill is lower now than it was 10 years ago. The biggest cost increase has been for 

energy and water, both rising 21% between 2006 and 2017. HILDA data show declines in communication 

bills of -7% and a decline in the cost of trasnport of -21%.  

Caution must be applied when interpreting the average household spend from HLDA data because 

results could be capturing the impact of changing household types among respondents, which have not 

been controlled for in this analysis.4  

  

                                                           
4 Fluctuations over time in the HILDA data are more notable at the State and Territory level, indicating household 
change and other effects having an impact on results as much as actual changes in infrastructure bills.  
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Figure 7: Australia’s annual household infrastructure bill, 2006-2017 

 

** Water costs estimated from Bureau of Meterology data. 
Source: HILDA and BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities.  

 

Using the HILDA data, the household infrastructure bill makes up a smaller proportion of overall 

household expenses compared to earlier years (Table 6), the same pattern seen in the HES data.  

Table 6: Australia’s household infrastructure bill  

Year 
% all household 

expenses 
% disposable 

income 
Year % total household 

expenses 
% disposable 

income 

2006 27% 11% 2012 26% 10% 

2007 26% 11% 2013 26% 9% 

2007 25% 10% 2014 26% 10% 

2009 26% 10% 2015 25% 9% 

2010 26% 10% 2016 25% 9% 

2011 26% 10% 2017 25% 9% 
Source: HILDA and BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities.  

 

Of note is that the HILDA data report a notably lower household infrastructure bill compared to HES 

(Table 7). This reflects the different method of data collection and the timing of collection. The HES 

collects all payments at the time of payment over a two-week period, and these are then coded into 

categories by the ABS. HILDA asks respondents to remember typical payments for larger categories. The 

infrastructure bill appears to present a smaller burden on disposable income when reported via HILDA 

data. This could also be a factor explaining the trend in declining bill spend compared to data from the 

HES. Differences in data collection also affect the proportion of disposable income spent on the 
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infrastructure bill. Because HES records payments in a two week period, the relationship between spend 

and income may not be indciative of spending patterns over a whole year, when seasonality could affect 

spending and/or income.  

Table 7: HILDA and HES Weekly infrastructure bill(1) compared ($AU inflation adjusted to June 2016) 

Year HILDA HES 

2006  $ 177.93   
2007  $ 177.09   
2008  $ 164.70   
2009  $ 173.05   
2010  $ 179.24  $309.95 
2011  $ 176.94   
2012  $ 175.67   
2013  $ 172.96   
2014  $ 176.68   
2015  $ 167.96   
2016  $ 166.88  $314.39 
2017  $ 161.40   

(1) Weekly bills include average water bills as reported by BOM National Performance Report. HILDA does not collect this 
category of payment.  

Sources: BOM National Performance Report: Urban Water Utilities; HILDA; ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 

What’s missing? 
Access to timely data is a key issue. The latest HES data are only available to 2015-16. HILDA data have 

been released for 2017 with 2018 data due for release in November 2019. BOM National Performance 

Report water data are available for 2017-2018. There is no comprehensive and up-to-date data that 

allow monitoring of changing household infrastructure bills, or the impact of infrastructure bill stress on 

households.  

There is an opportunity to explore new data sets and ways of working. In the retail and marketing sector, 

for example, big data is used to understand the consumer shopping basket based on confidentialised 

information derived from  banks and credit card companies, as well as supermarkets and member-based 

organisations. These methods allow changes in spending patterns to be identified at a fine scale spatial 

resolution such as SA1 geographies and also the data are current being available monthly and in some 

instances available in near real-time.  

Big data offers two opportunities. First, partnering with a bank to monitor payment of household 

infrastructure bills in a way that protects customer privacy and allows assessment of changes to what is 

being paid would provide the data needed. Second, working with infrastructure providers to create a 

national data lake, whereby infrastructure providers could share fine scale, near-real-time, deidentified 

data via APIs based on a fee for service basis, or where possible as open data.  
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Perceptions of quality, access and 

affordability 
Data from a JWS survey5 of 5,000 respondents across Australia shows that transport stands out as being 

both poor quality (Figure 8) and difficult to access (Figure 9) among household infrastructure assets. In 

South Australia, electricity is more likely to be ranked poor quality than any other infrastructure asset 

that households pay for. Broadband is also likely to be ranked as poor quality, with  more than 20% of 

respondents in NSW, Victoria, Western Australia and ACT ranking it as poor or very poor quality.   

 

Figure 8: Perceived quality of household infrastructure services and assets, 2018 

 

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  

In contrast, transport was perceived as the most affordable of household infrastructure assets that 

households paid for (Figure 11).  Energy, and in particular, electricity stands out as being perceived as 

costly or very costly. It was the only infrastructure cost that over half of respondents reported as costly, 

except for gas in the ACT.   

 

 

                                                           
5 The JWS survey was carried out in November 2018 by JWS Research on behalf of Infrastructure Australia, using an 
online survey tool.  
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Figure 9: Perceived accessibility of household infrastructure services and assets, 2018 

 

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  

 

Figure 10: Perceived accessibility of household infrastructure services and assets, 2018 

 

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  
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Comparisons 
While transport is the biggest component of the infrastructure bill, it is perceived as most affordable of all 

infrastructure costs. It is also rated as poorest quality and least accessible across most states and 

territories.  In contrast quality and access to electricity is rated as good, as is gas in most states. This 

section explores these two aspects of the infrastructure bill in more detail.   

Energy: Expenditure vs. Consumption 
Australians are using less electricity in their homes but are paying more on their residential electricity 

bills. Likewise, Australians are using more gas in their homes, with gas bills rising faster than usage. 

Figure 11: Electricity and Gas: Expenditure vs. Consumption (Australia) 

 

Sources: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); ABS, Estimated Resident Population, AEMC residential electricty and gas consumption. 

 

In the 12 years from 2003-04 to 2015-16, Australians used 8% less residential electricity per capita. Over 
the same period, Australians used 8% more gas per capita, for a combined reduction in energy usage (in 
joules) of 1.63%. 

Despite the reduction in electricity usage, and rapid growth of solar electricity (accounting for 6.3% of 
total electricity usage in 2015-16), household electricity bills rose by 30% over the same period (CPI 
adjusted). Household gas bills rose even faster, by 37% over the same period (3.9 times faster than 
growth in consumption). Combined energy bills rose by 31% over this period. 
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At a state level, these trends are replicated in NSW, Victoria and Queensland, the three most populous 
states. Of these states, Queensland has seen the greatest reduction in energy usage (6.4% reduction in 
joules), combined with the greatest increase in energy bills: a 47% combined increase over the period. 

Victorians are paying the highest combined energy prices in Australia, using the most energy per capita in 
the country. Victoria experienced the country’s greatest reduction in per capita electricity usage (21% 
reduction over 2003-04 to 2015-16 period, see Figure 12). 

Figure 12: Electricity and Gas: Expenditure vs. Consumption (Victoria) 

 

Sources: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); ABS, Estimated Resident Population, AEMC residential electricty and gas consumption. 

The smaller states (WA, SA and Tasmania) all experienced increases in per capita electricity usage, 
combined with relatively modest electricity price increases. At least half of energy usage cost increases in 
these states can be attributed to increased consumption (Figure 13).   

South Australia and Tasmania were the two states with the highest electricity bills in 2003-04; the modest 
price increase, combined with increased usage, brought household electricity costs closer in-line to the 
national average. 
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Figure 13: Electricity and Gas: Expenditure vs. Consumption (Western Australia) 

 

Sources: ABS, HES (Basic CURF); ABS, Estimated Resident Population, AEMC residential electricty and gas consumption. 

Rising prices have resulted in most Australians perceiving that electricity is less affordable than five years 
previously. In comparison, a majority of Australians perceive that gas is just as affordable as it was five 
years previously. This is despite gas prices having risen faster on a percentage basis, but less in absolute 
terms. Gas only accounts for 23% of Australian residential energy bills, making it a less visible component 
of energy expenditure for most consumers. 

Expectations of the future follow a similar pattern, with a majority of Australians anticipating electricity 
will become less affordable in the future. Half of all Australians anticipate gas to remain about the same 
as today, again suggesting a relative lack of awareness of gas price movements. 

Figure 14: Perceptions of Electricity Affordability, 2018 

  

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  
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Not surprisingly, among those people who thought electricity prices were worse than five years ago, 

most (85%) thought that electricity prices were likely to get worse in the next five years. Even among 

those who reported worse electricity prices and who said electricity was affordable or neither affordable 

or costly, over three-quarters thought electricity prices would rise again.  A similar picture was seen 

among those who through electricity prices were about the same as five years ago, with 76% of this 

group predicting continued stable prices. Among the small group who reported that electricity prices 

were better than five years ago, 60% thought prices would continue to improve, and a future 25% 

thought they would stay about the same (Appendix 3).   

Table 8: Electricity prices – perceptions of cost (n=5,000), 2018 

Cost of electricity compared to 
five years ago Cost today Cost of electricity in five years 

About the same 35% Affordable 20% 
Likely to get worse 
over next five years 56% 

Better than five years ago 7% Costly 62% Stay about the same 38% 

Worse than five years ago  58%  

Neither Affordable 
or Costly  16%  

Likely to get better 
over next five years 9%  

  

Not sure/not 
relevant 3%    

 Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  

Transport 
As the largest component of weekly household expenditure, transport costs have risen 8.5% in real terms 

from 2003-04 to 2015-16. Increases in vehicle operating costs have been mitigated by a 20% reduction in 

vehicle purchase costs. While Australians are not buying less vehicles (Figure 15), the vehicles they are 

buying are cheaper.  

Table 9: Household transport expenditure, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

Weekly Transport Expenditure  

(National, $AU inflation adjusted to June 2016) 

2003-04 2009-10 2015-16 Change 
(%) 

Public Transport Fares  $      5.27   $      5.58   $      5.85  11.1% 

Total Vehicle Purchase Costs  $   73.93   $   62.05   $   59.26  -19.8% 

Motor Vehicle Fuel, Lubricants and Additives  $   44.24   $   57.64   $   49.60  12.1% 

Vehicle Registration and Insurance  $   32.03   $   32.39   $   35.55  11.0% 

Vehicle Parts, Servicing and Crash Repairs  $   28.16   $   30.31   $   27.72  -1.6% 

Other Vehicle Charges  $      5.48   $   28.29   $   27.13  395.0%      

Total  $ 189.11   $ 216.27   $ 205.11  8.5% 
Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 

The components of transport expenditure vary significantly by type, mode and geography. Whilst most 

states have seen transport costs rise, South Australia and Western Australia have experienced an overall 

reduction in transport expenditure due to the reduction in vehicle purchase costs. 
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Figure 15: New Motor Vehicle Sales, Australia 

 

Source: ABS, Cat. No. 9314.0 

Overall reductions in the costs to own and operate a vehicle mean public transport costs have grown 

faster than vehicle costs (Figure 16). Despite this, public transport costs still only represent 2.85% of 

weekly household transport expenditure. 

Figure 16: Transport costs compared, Australia 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 

 

Public transport expenditure varies greatly between states. Residents of the three most populous states, 

home to Australia’s thee largest cities (NSW, Victoria, Queensland) spend more on public transport than 
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residents of the least populous states (Figure 17). Higher public transport expenditure does not negate 

the need to own and operate a vehicle, as the same three populous states also spend the most on 

vehicles (Figure 18). 

Figure 17: Weekly public transport costs by State, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 

Table 10: Change in household transport expenditure, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

State % Change in Public Transport Expenditure 
(2003-04 to 2015-16) 

New South Wales 4.8% 

Victoria 12.9% 

Queensland 23.5% 

South Australia 8.3% 

Western Australia 22.9% 

Tasmania 90.7% 
Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 
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Figure 18: Weekly vehicle costs by State, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 

Victorians spent the most on transport, at $217.52 per week, with vehicle purchase costs reduced by half 

the national average, and public transport fares rising 12.9% in real terms (Figure 19). The single largest 

factor contributing to rising transport expenses was “other vehicle charges”, which includes items such as 

tolls, parking and fines. Similar trends were seen in NSW, where weekly transport expenditure was 

$215.33 in 2015-16, but public transport fares only rose 4.8% in real terms over the same period. 

Figure 19: Transport expenses, Victoria, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 
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South Australians paid the lowest amount per week on transport in 2015-16, at $159.75 (Figure 20). 

While the individual components of a South Australian transport bill were lower than the national 

average, weekly transport expenses fell 11.3% from 2003-04 to 2015-16 primarily due to a reduction in 

total vehicle purchase costs. 

Figure 20: Transport expenses, South Australia, 2003-04 to 2015-16 

 

Source: ABS, HES (Basic CURF). 

Transport options are generally perceived to be neither affordable nor costly, with a skew towards being 

affordable rather than costly. Most Australians feel that transport costs have not changed much in the 

past five years and are not likely to change much in the next five years. There is, however, a greater 

expectation that transport will continue to become less affordable. Australians are most optimistic about 

rideshare and on-demand transport being the transport option which is most likely to become more 

affordable in future (Table 11).  

Despite significant differences in public transport expenditure across states, there is little variation in 

perceptions of change in affordability between states. This is despite some states seeing little change 

(such as NSW), and other states seeing significant changes in spending patterns (Tasmania, South 

Australia, Western Australia) (Figure 22). Likewise, there is little variation in expectations of future 

affordability across states, or between capital cities and rest of state (Table 11). 
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Table 11: Perceptions of transport affordability 

Cost today     

 Motorways Rail Bus Rideshare 
Very affordable 6% 4% 6% 4% 

Affordable 26% 25% 31% 23% 

Neither affordable nor costly 31% 24% 26% 24% 

Costly 18% 19% 21% 18% 

Very costly 8% 7% 5% 6% 

     
Cost compared to five years ago     

     

 Motorways Rail Bus Rideshare 

More affordable than five years ago 7% 9% 9% 18% 

About the same 69% 62% 62% 61% 

Less affordable than five years ago 24% 28% 29% 20% 

     
Cost in five years     

 Motorways Rail Bus Rideshare 
Likely to be more affordable in five years 8% 10% 9% 15% 

Stay about the same 64% 58% 58% 56% 

Likely to be less affordable in five years 28% 32% 33% 28% 

 

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  

 

Figure 21: Perceptions of changes to bus service affordability, 2018 

 

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  
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Figure 22: Perceptions of changes to rail affordability, 2018

 

Source: JWS Survey, 2018, unpublished data.  
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Appendix 1: Household infrastructure bill 

components 
 

Household Expenditure Survey: variables included in household 

infrastructure bill 

01 CURRENT HOUSING COSTS (SELECTED DWELLING) 

01010301 Water and sewerage rates and charges (selected dwelling) 

0101030101 Water and sewerage rates and charges (selected dwelling) 

02 DOMESTIC FUEL AND POWER 

0201 Electricity, gas, heating oil and wood 

020101 Electricity, gas, heating oil and wood - excluding gas for BBQs (selected dwelling) 

02010101 Electricity (selected dwelling) 

0201010101 Electricity (selected dwelling) 

02010102 Mains gas (selected dwelling) 

0201010201 Mains gas (selected dwelling) 

02010103 Bottled gas - excluding gas for BBQs (selected dwelling) 

0201010301 Bottled gas - excluding gas for BBQs (selected dwelling)  

02010104 Heating oil (selected dwelling) 

0201010401 Heating oil (selected dwelling) 

02010105 Wood for fuel (selected dwelling) 

0201010501 Wood for fuel (selected dwelling) 

0299 Other domestic fuel and power 

029999 Other domestic fuel and power 

02999901 Bottled gas for BBQ 

0299990101 Bottled gas for BBQ 

02999902 Kerosene and paraffin 

0299990201 Kerosene and paraffin 

02999999 Domestic fuel and power nec 

0299999999 Domestic fuel and power nec 

  

  
10 TRANSPORT 

1001 Transport 

100101 Motor vehicle purchase 

10010101 Purchase of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

1001010101 Purchase of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

10010102 Purchase of motor cycle 

1001010201 Purchase of motor cycle 

100102 Other vehicle purchase 

10010201 Purchase of caravan (other than selected dwelling) 

1001020101 Purchase of caravan (other than selected dwelling) 
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10010202 Purchase of trailer 

1001020201 Purchase of trailer 

10010203 Purchase of bicycle 

1001020301 Purchase of bicycle 

100103 Motor vehicle fuel, lubricants and additives 

10010300 Motor vehicle fuel, lubricants and additives nfd 

1001030000 Motor vehicle fuel, lubricants and additives nfd 

10010301 Petrol 

1001030101 Petrol 

10010302 Diesel fuel 

1001030201 Diesel fuel 

10010303 LPG and other gas fuels 

1001030301 LPG and other gas fuels 

10010304 Oils, lubricants and additives 

1001030401 Oils, lubricants and additives 

100104 Vehicle registration and insurance 

10010400* Vehicle registration and insurance 

1001040000* Vehicle registration and insurance nfd 

10010401 Compulsory registration and insurance of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

1001040101 Compulsory registration of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

1001040102 Compulsory insurance of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

1001040103 Combined compulsory registration and insurance of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

10010402 Other insurance of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

1001040201 Other insurance of motor vehicle (other than motor cycle) 

10010403 Compulsory registration and insurance of motor cycle, caravan and trailer 

1001040301 Compulsory registration of motor cycle, caravan and trailer 

1001040302 Compulsory insurance of motor cycle, caravan and trailer 

1001040303 Combined compulsory registration and insurance of motor cycle, caravan and trailer 

10010404 Other insurance of motor cycle, caravan and trailer 

1001040401 Other insurance of motor cycle, caravan and trailer 

10010499* Vehicle registration and insurance (other vehicle) 

1001049999* Vehicle registration and insurance (other vehicle) nec 

100105 Motor vehicle parts and accessories purchased separately 

10010501 Motor vehicle batteries  

1001050101 Motor vehicle batteries 

10010502 Tyres and tubes 

1001050201 Tyres and tubes 

10010503 Motor vehicle electrical accessories (purchased separately) 

1001050301 Motor vehicle electrical accessories (purchased separately) 

10010599 Motor vehicle parts and accessories purchased separately nec 

1001059901 Vehicle parts purchased separately nec 

1001059902 Vehicle accessories purchased separately nec 

100106 Vehicle charges (including hire of accessories) 

10010601 Crash repairs 

1001060101 Crash repairs 

10010602 Vehicle servicing (including parts and labour) 
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1001060201 Vehicle servicing (including parts and labour) 

10010603 Drivers licence 

1001060301 Driver's licence 

10010604 Parking fees 

1001060401 Parking fees 

10010605 Driving lessons 

1001060501 Driving lessons 

10010606 Subscription to motor organisations 

1001060601 Subscription to motor organisations 

10010607 Vehicle hire and leasing expenses (non-holiday) 

1001060700* Vehicle hire and leasing expenses (non-holiday) nfd 

1001060702* Vehicle hire (non-holiday) 

1001060703* Vehicle leasing (non-holiday) 

10010699 Vehicle charges (incl. hire of accessories) nec 

1001069901 Road tolls 

1001069999 Vehicle charges (including hire of accessories) nec 

100107 Public transport fares 

10010700 Public transport fares nfd 

1001070000 Public transport fares nfd 

10010701 Rail fares 

1001070101 Rail fares 

10010702 Bus and tram fares 

1001070201 Bus and tram fares 

10010703 Water transport fares 

1001070301 Water transport fares 

10010704 Combined bus/tram/rail/water transport fares 

1001070401 Combined bus/tram/rail/water transport fares 

10010799 Public transport fares nec 

1001079999 Public transport fares nec 

100108 Fares (excluding holidays and public transport) 

10010801 Taxi fares 

1001080101 Taxi fares 

10010802 Air fares (excluding holiday) 

1001080201 Air fares (excluding holiday) 

10010803* Ride sharing service 

1001080301* Ride sharing service 

10010899 Fares (excluding holidays and public transport) nec 

1001089999 Fares (excluding holidays and public transport) nec 

  
11* COMMUNICATION 

1101* Communication equipment 

110101* Communication equipment 

11010101* Communication equipment 

1101010101 Mobile phones 

1101010102 Telephone handset (purchase) 

1101010103 Answering machines 
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1101010104* Modems (separate purchase) 

1101010105* Smart watches and wearable technology 

1102* Communication charges 

110202 Telephone and facsimile charges 

11020201 Telephone charges (account) 

1102020101 Fixed telephone account 

1102020102 Mobile telephone account 

11020202 Telephone charges (not account) 

1102020201 Public telephone call (not account) 

1102020202 Mobile phone charges (not account) 

11020299 Telephone and facsimile charges nec 

1102029999 Telephone and facsimile charges nec 

110203* Internet charges 

11020301* Internet charges 

1102030101 Internet charges (account) 

1102030102 Internet charges (not account) 

 

HILDA: variables included in household infrastructure bill 
 
Public_Transport_And_Taxis 

Motor_Vehicle_Fuel 

Motor_Vehicle_Repair 

Telephone_Calls_Internet_Charges 

Electricity_Gas_Heating_Fuel 
 

Data are filled in by respondents using the following self-completion questionnaire. There are additional 

questions asked in interview about annual income with respondents asked to nominate what income 

range they fall within.  

The HILDA User Manual notes that the comparison with the ABS Household Expenditure survey suggests 

that there are differences compared to the HILDA estimates. There are significant differences in how the 

expenditure data are collected in the two surveys. This can lead to differences in the distributions of the 

expenditure items.  
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BOM National Performance Report: urban water utilities  
A “Typical Residential Bill (water & sewerage) is published for up to 84 urban water authorities across 

Australia by the Bureau of Meteorology.  The average of these in each year reported (e.g. there are no 
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data for all 84 across the time period for which data are published) has been used to estimate weekly 

water and sewerage bills.  

The "typical residential bill" is defined in National performance reporting framework: Indicators and 

definitions handbook (January 2018): 

Typical residential bill: water 
supply (indicator P3) 

The annual residential water supply bill, based on the utility's 
customers' average annual residential usage during the reporting year 

($). 
Typical residential bill: 

wastewater (indicator P6) 
The annual residential sewerage bill, based on the utility's customers' 

average annual residential usage during the reporting year ($). 
 
The weighted average of these in each year reported (e.g. there are no data for all 84 across the time 

period for which data are published) has been used to estimate weekly water and sewerage bills. 

Weighting was based on number of connected residential properties. 

 

These bills represent payment by home owners. The total household infrastructure bill therefore 

represents an average infrastructure bill for a property.   

BOM National Performance Report data were not available for 2003-04. The water bill for 2003-04 was 

extrapolated based on the ratio of HES data : BOM data for 2009-10. 

Long-term time series of state-based water supply and wastewater typical residential bills are not 

available for Tasmania and South Australia.  
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Appendix 2: Affordability threshold 
AFFORDABILITY BENCHMARKS FOR HOUSHEOLD INFRASTRUCTURE BILL 

Category  
Affordability benchmark  

(% of disposable household income) 

 

 

Transport 15% 
Energy 6% 
Water 3% 
Communications  5% 

There is no standard threshold of infrastructure affordability in the international literature in the 
same way that housing stress is defined when households spend 30% or more of their income on 
housing.6 The affordability benchmarks used in this report have been developed to give an indicator 
of the threshold beyond which can be considered unaffordable, and which would create bill stress. 
The thresholds have been informed by information from the international literature. Some provide 
indices of what is paid, and others provide guidelines for reasonable expenditure within a household 
budget.   

Transport is the most consistent benchmark internationally, with costs under 15% the threshold of 
affordability shown in data from the US and Australia.7    

Benchmarks for power and water are seen in the international literature (including UN and World 
Bank). The common thresholds for water and energy affordability are three and 10 per cent 
respectively in international studies.8 We have used three per cent as the affordability threshold for 
water and sewerage bills.  

Setting energy affordability at 10 per cent, however, showed no households in Australia were 
experiencing energy bill stress. Based on results from the JSW Perceptions Survey (2018) and noting 
the rise in expenditure as shown by data from the HES and HILDA surveys a new threshold was 
developed. We used the percentage of disposable income spent on energy bills by those households 
with the lowest 20% of household income for Australia as a whole in 2015-16.  

                                                           
6 Thomas and Hall (2016) op.cit.  
7 See for example Australian Automobile Association – Transport Affordability Index (www.aaa.asn.au) and US-based 
Centre for Neighbourhood Technology – Housing + Transport Index (https://htaindex.cnt.org/map/).  
8 Chan, W. W. (2016) ‘Rethinking water and energy affordability in Australia: an analysis of the efficiency, 
effectiveness and equity of current policy’. Unpublished thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, 
The Australian National University. (https://openresearch-
repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/108597/1/Chan%20Thesis%202016.pdf).  

 

http://www.aaa.asn.au/
https://htaindex.cnt.org/map/
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/108597/1/Chan%20Thesis%202016.pdf
https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/108597/1/Chan%20Thesis%202016.pdf
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The UN Broadband Commission currently defines broadband as affordable if an entry-level plan is 
available for less than five per cent of monthly income.9 In the absence of other indicators of 
affordable communication, this threshold is used for all communication bills. Given the bundling of 
telecommunication plans for phone and internet, separating out different broadband and telephone 
thresholds would be difficult in the Australian context.    

 

 

  

                                                           
9 UNESCO Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development 
(https://www.broadbandcommission.org/Pages/default.aspx).  

https://www.broadbandcommission.org/Pages/default.aspx
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Appendix 3: Cost of electricity (n=5,000) 

Affordability Five years 
ago 

Affordability 
Now  

% in 
gro
up 

Affordability In five 
years  

% in 
group 

% in sub-
group 

About the same  1748 Affordable 533 30% 
Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 81 16% 15% 

     Stay about the same 
39

6 76% 74% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 56 8% 11% 

  Costly 636 36% 
Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 

13
2  21% 

     Stay about the same 
46

2  73% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 42  7% 

  

Neither 
Affordable or 
Costly  477 27% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 64  13% 

     Stay about the same 
37

8  79% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 35  7% 

  

Not sure/not 
relevant 102 6% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 8  8% 

     Stay about the same 87  85% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 7  7% 

         
Better than five 
years ago 338 Affordable 165 49% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 13 16% 8% 

     Stay about the same 38 25% 23% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 

11
4 60% 69% 

  Costly 106 31% 
Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 29  27% 

     Stay about the same 26  25% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 51  48% 

  

Neither 
Affordable or 
Costly  63 19% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 9  14% 

     Stay about the same 19  30% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 35  56% 

  

Not sure/not 
relevant 4 1% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 2  - 

     Stay about the same   - 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 2  - 

         
Worse than five 
years ago 2914 Affordable 283 10% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 

20
5 85% 72% 

     Stay about the same 55 11% 19% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 23 4% 8% 
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Affordability Five years 
ago 

Affordability 
Now  

% in 
gro
up 

Affordability In five 
years  

% in 
group 

% in sub-
group 

  Costly 2342 80% 
Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 

20
40  87% 

     Stay about the same 
21

8  9% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 84  4% 

  

Neither 
Affordable or 
Costly  261 9% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 

20
1  77% 

     Stay about the same 45  17% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 15  6% 

  

Not sure/not 
relevant 28 1% 

Likely to get worse over 
next 5 years 23  82% 

     Stay about the same 4  14% 

     

Likely to get better over 
next 5 years 1  4% 

 


