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From the  
Chief Executive

Hello again,

By the time Open Door arrives with you,  
we may have come through a national  
lockdown number two this year. 

I sincerely hope that you, and your family 
members have been managing as well as  
you can in these difficult times. 

COVID-19 presents challenge after challenge,  
even so, I am proud of the way my colleagues  
at the Group have been keeping calm, carrying  
on, and, in many cases going several steps  
further to achieve the best outcomes for our 
residents and customers. 

Take for example the branch of Southern  
Housing Group known as Southern 360.  
This year they have supported a total of  
4,600 customers in various ways, from  
helping them to claim additional benefits,  
to providing activities, social events at  
our community centres and self-confidence 
boosting volunteer opportunities. 

On page seven, you can read of the Back to  
Work scheme Southern 360 have been running 
for customers to gain the necessary skills to 
enable them to hear those celebratory words, 
“you’re hired!”

I cannot stress how seriously we take customer 
safety at the Group. I am pleased to say that 
in May 2020 we appointed our first dedicated 
Director of Building Safety and are recruiting 
staff to the team. I want to assure you all that we 
are committed to making your homes safe and 
secure. Fire safety is our absolute priority. As you’ll 
read on page five, the ongoing pandemic will not 
overshadow this vital work.  

With all good wishes for the forthcoming season, 
 
 
 
 
Alan Townshend 
Chief Executive, Southern Housing Group
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The fire at Grenfell Tower was one  
of the UK’s worst modern disasters.

Seventy-two people died and many more  
were left overwhelmed by what happened. 

 
Since the tragedy, many council and  
housing association tenants shared  
their views on social housing. 

They shared their views with ministers at  
14 events across the country and over 7,000  
residents submitted their opinions, issues  
and concerns online.

As a result, the Government began a review  
of social housing provision and published an  
initial report in August 2018. The document  
was devised to deliver a fundamental rethink  
of social housing in the UK.

Following the report a set of recommendations 
were published in November 2020. This sets out 
further requirements to strengthen resident voices 
in social housing.

What does this mean to our residents?

We were pleased that a number of our own 
residents attended the Government sessions  
in London and Kent.  

John Furmidge, a member of the Resident  
Steering Group, told us that the session  
was a worthwhile exercise and that he felt  
that the ministers in attendance were really 
listening to the concerns of residents.

John said:  
 

“The issue of stigma was the biggest  
concern for residents who want to live  
in a safe and secure home. 

“I am looking forward to reading the 
recommendations, particularly the  
increased emphasis on resident participation  
and a national voice for residents.

“It has taken a long time to get to this stage  
and I look forward to seeing the support in  
place for social housing, providers of social 
housing and residents”.

We will be giving residents opportunities  
to discuss this and review how it could help 
resident involvement at the Group.   

If you would be interested in finding out  
more, please contact resident.involvement2@
shgroup.org.uk

Strengthening our 
residents’ voices

 

mailto:resident.involvement2%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
mailto:resident.involvement2%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
mailto:Ryde.Village%40shgroup.org.uk.%20%20?subject=
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Suzanne Horsley, Director of Building Safety

Making customer safety  
our priority

 

In May 2020 we appointed Suzanne Horsley  
as our first dedicated Director of Building Safety.   
Here’s what she had to say: 

“It’s great to work for a business that  
really does put the safety and well-being  
of its people, residents and staff, first. 
 

“Inevitably, COVID-19 is an issue.  
However, it’s important not to let  
this overshadow the enormous challenge  
of ensuring that people’s homes are  
up to scratch. 

 

“Over the past eight months, I’ve had to get up to 
speed on contractual issues, emerging legislation 
and the labyrinths of leasehold and other tenures.

“My focus is on action. It’s the only way to  
re-establish trust, which I do think the sector  
has lost in some respects.

“It’s about refusing to repeat past mistakes and 
demonstrating that we can be quick to act.

“I feel like I have both the best job and the scariest 
job – and, thanks to the wonderful team here, 
who give it their all, day in, day out, I am loving it. 

“I’m really proud to be devoting my time to  
the safety of over 72,000 Southern Housing 
Group residents.”

You can find out more about Suzanne’s  
work and our approach to building safety at  
www.shgroup.org.uk/buildingsafety

 

Following the tragic events at  
Grenfell Tower we want to reassure  
our customers that we are committed  
to making sure their homes are  
safe and secure and that fire safety  
is our priority. 

http://www.shgroup.org.uk/buildingsafety


6 OPEN DOOR WINTER 2020

At the end of November we observed 
Domestic Violence Week campaign  
that looks to create awareness of the 
dangers of domestic violence and what 
actions can be taken to prevent it. 

Domestic violence, and the fight against it,  
is something that we, as an organisation,  

take seriously.

We have residents who have experienced 
domestic abuse, many of them women, so taking 
part in the 16-day campaign was something that 
we were keen to do.

The campaign was a great way to help our  
staff get a deeper knowledge about things to  
look out for and actions they can take to help 
keep our customers safe if a domestic violence 
situation arises.

Graham Littlewood, Area Services  
Manager North, said:  

“Domestic abuse can affect anyone,  
and it devastates lives.

“We wanted to highlight the different  
ways domestic abuse can take place,  
and the help available.

“It’s fantastic we are able to take part  
in a campaign to raise awareness, for our  
residents and colleagues, of the impact 
of domestic abuse and how we can help 
support people who have been affected  
by it.

“I’d encourage anyone who has been or  
thinks they may have suffered domestic  
abuse to contact us to see how we can help.”

We have also just launched a brand-new  
podcast called the ‘Southern Housing Group 
podcast’ which will look to cover many current 
issues in housing. 

Our host, Daryl Anderson, said:  
 

“Kicking off our brand-new podcast focusing  
on domestic violence is such a key thing for us  
as it’s a big topic that affects so many people.

“The three-part series will hopefully shed light on 
the issue and of course offer ideas on what can 
be done to combat its effects. 

“Here at the Group we take domestic violence 
seriously and always strive for our customers  
to live safely in their homes. 

“We hope that the information we share on the 
podcast can go some way towards making that  
a reality for everyone.” 

You can find The Southern Housing Group 
Podcast on Spotify, Apple and Google podcasts.

Spotify: https://spoti.fi/2K2mYHC 
Apple: https://apple.co/3gncsGZ 
Google: https://bit.ly/2JZjEwX

 

16 Days of Action Against 
Domestic Violence  

https://spoti.fi/2K2mYHC
https://apple.co/3gncsGZ
https://bit.ly/2JZjEwX
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We continue to invest in 
employment and skills
We have signed a new partnership with 
the award-winning career development 
platform, Stay Nimble, as it continues to 
invest in the employment and skills of 
our residents.

As a result, 30 of our residents will be  
invited to register on the Stay Nimble  

platform and embark on a five-step career 
development journey, starting with identifying 
their strengths and transferable skills through  
to the practical advice needed for writing  
CVs and cover letters.

Residents will also get access to a marketplace of 
learning courses so members can upskill or retrain 
depending on their chosen career direction.

John Gleeson, Head of Community Investment 
North, said:  

“The Group is committed to supporting  
our residents access employment and  
training opportunities.  
 

“We are living in unprecedented times and  
know that many people are facing uncertainty 
when it comes to employment. 

“We will continue to develop services,  
partnerships and opportunities to help our 
residents with their employment needs.”

 
Apart from the new Stay Nimble platform, 
residents can now also benefit from: 

• Weekly webinars with employment specialists – 
Wednesdays at 10.00am via Zoom 

• Help with costs around employment and 
upskilling – back to work costs

Sarah Hampton, Employment Skills Officer, said: 

“I’m really excited to be involved in our new 
innovative approach to employment support and 
hope we can engage with residents everywhere. 

“I am focussed on making this a success as we 
broaden our employment service going forward.”

For more information call the Hotline  
on 0300 020 0549 or email: 
Employment.support@shgroup.org.uk 

mailto:Employment.support%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
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We make it our goal to help residents in  
need and we already have a strong relationship  
with the Felix Project who deliver fresh, nutritious  
food to the most vulnerable in our society.

This year, Alice Webster, our Community 
Investment Services Manager East, worked with 
the Felix Project to arrange a one-off food delivery 
to our residents in Stamford Hill.

The delivery consisted of fresh fruit and vegetables, 
fresh meat, bread, basic supplies, brownies and 
rice puddings.

Dirk Lampe, Community Partnership and Project 
Manager North, said:  

“In the next few months we hope to get  
regular food pantries set up on six more estates 
in London in partnership with Family Action,  
St Giles Trust and the Felix Project to regularly 
help residents struggling to make ends meet.”

More than eight million people in the 
UK struggle to feed themselves and their 
families. This includes many working 
people and families with children, as well 
as some disabled people and people in 
later life.

This year, however, there has been an increased 
number of families living on reduced incomes.

This has forced many families to go without  
food or to cut down on the usual number of 
meals they have a day.

In response to this we have stepped up to the 
plate to help families at risk of going hungry.

Fighting food poverty in London 

Last year we set up the Ixworth Food Pantry  
in South Kensington in partnership with the 
St Giles Trust to tackle food poverty by giving 
vulnerable residents access to groceries for a 
nominal fee.

We say no to food poverty!
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Fighting food poverty in the South East 

The day before the second national lockdown 
began, Rikki Valentine – our Estate Care  
Manager in Portsmouth – gathered a team  
for an unusual mission.

During the pandemic, very few people have  
been taking cruises so there are lots of pre-made 
meals on cruise ships that would otherwise be 
going to waste.

Rikki knows the chef on board one of  
Holland America’s cruise liners and through this 
connection was able to get a donation of two 
pallets of meals and drinks.

Half of the haul was given to the Southampton 
Veterans’ Centre who distributed it to local people 
in need, and half was delivered directly to our 
residents in sheltered housing in Southampton, 
Worthing and Horsham.

Rikki said: 

“It’s a privilege to be able to help out. I’m really 
pleased that through my connection we were 
able to put a smile on some residents’ faces,  
and some food in their bellies.”

Fighting food poverty on the Isle of Wight 

The Group have also donated £5,000 to support 
some of our most vulnerable residents on the Isle 
of Wight. 

The lump- sum payment was made in a bid to 
combat food poverty and provide more funding 
for the Isle of Wight Foodbank.

Annabel Palmer, Director of Community 
Investment and Care, said:  

“Although the Island is no longer in  
lockdown, food poverty remains a  
big concern for many families.

“We are keen to support the Isle of  
Wight Foodbank in any way we can  
to ensure nobody goes hungry.”

 
Foodbanks can be a critical lifeline in times  
of crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic has  
been no different.

With the growing demand for emergency  
parcels, the Isle of Wight Foodbank delivery 
service has found itself in need of more vans.

To help the situation, we donated an  
extra £10,000 towards the cost of a new  
delivery van.  

Hannah King, manager of Isle of Wight  
Foodbank, said: 

“The van will be a valuable addition for  
our collections and deliveries service,  
enabling us to distribute food to hubs  
around the island. 

“It’s become hard to imagine the service  
without it!” 

To find out more about our services please  
get in touch at 01403 220434 or email 
community.investment@shgroup.org.uk 

mailto:community.investment%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
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During the COVID-19 pandemic it is 
particularly important to safeguard 
children and adults at risk.

Change is needed to ensure all vulnerable 
individuals regardless of their age, race,  

sexual preference or religion are taken seriously.

At Southern Housing Group we are doing 
everything we can to safeguard our residents, 
but we also need your help. By reporting your 
concerns to us, you can prevent harm to others. 

Meet Peter*

Peter was previously a street sleeper and Kate, 
our dedicated Area Services Manager, had her 
suspicions that he was being exploited.

Kate said: 

“In May 2019, Peter was nominated to us from 
Bracknell Forest Borough Council. 

“I met with him to view his property and to 
complete tenancy related checks. I had to  
make sure he fully understood the terms and 
conditions of his tenancy agreement.

“When I first met Peter, he wasn’t doing well,  
and his overall hygiene appeared poor.

“I also had concerns that he was not paying 
his rent. I tried to have numerous telephone 
conversations with Peter to advise him of how  
to apply for Housing Benefit, but he ignored  
my advice.

“He always said what he thought we wanted  
to hear which was- ‘Don’t worry, I will pay it’.

“Peter always appeared to have someone with 
him, and I couldn’t help but feel that people who 
he was associating himself with had a negative 
impact on his life.”

At first, Peter was reluctant to engage with us as 
he feared losing his tenancy. 

After a while Kate suspected that Peter was being 
cuckooed. She thought his “friends” took over his 
home and were using it for criminal activities. 

After making a few more enquires it turned out 
there was evidence to support Kate’s suspicions.

Therefore, Kate had to make a safeguarding 
referral and worked effectively with the local 
police and teams within Bracknell Forest Council. 

As a result, the resident is now in communication 
with colleagues at the Group and is being 
supported via a management move for his safety. 

He is also receiving support for his literacy 
issues and Kate is working with our Community 
Investment Team to look at all possible 
employment options for him.

This is one of many safeguarding cases we receive 
on a monthly basis. 

We hope it will encourage you to speak up  
and report any concerns to any of our staff.

 
*The name has been changed to protect our  
resident’s identity.

Safeguarding matters 
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Residents at St Helena 
scheme find love

 

Meet Anthony and Joanna

Anthony, 55, moved into our supported  
living scheme St. Helena, on the Isle of Wight, 
in June 2017 after having a few issues with his 
previous placement.

Within a year, Anthony was a changed man.  
With the incredible support and commitment  
of our support workers, he was living a much 
fuller life and his confidence and self-esteem  
had greatly improved.

This could not have been a better time for Joanna 
to walk into his life…

Joanna, 44, moved into St. Helena in August 2018. 
She had lived at home with her mother all her 
life, however, she had always wanted to achieve 
greater independence outside of the family home.

With support from St. Helena staff, Joanna was 
able to become a part of the community  
and even took part in the “Walk the Wight”,  
an island walking festival, to raise money for 
the local hospice, which due to her mobility 
difficulties, she never thought would be possible.

Joanna and Anthony instantly formed a great 
friendship and became inseparable.

Their friendship soon developed into a much  
closer relationship and by Christmas 2018 Joanna 
and Anthony were officially a couple and very 
much in love.

In early 2019, Anthony decided to take the brave 
step and proposed to Joanna.

Anthony said:  

“When I first moved into St Helena, I felt  
lost, but now I have met my soul mate and  
companion who I can safely say, I am looking 
forward to spending the rest of my life with.”

 
Joanna and Anthony got married in September 
and had a beautiful church wedding, surrounded 
by their close family and friends.

Joanna and Anthony have always wanted to 
become a “proper married couple”. To them,  
this meant having their own home where they 
could live together.

Luckily, the couple have been accepted to live at 
Ryde Village, a new Extra Care scheme on the 
island, where they will have their own apartment 
within a community setting.

The newlyweds will be supported to live and lead 
a fuller independent life with one-to-one support 
from an on-site wellbeing team.

They will also benefit from on-site facilities such as 
a restaurant, hair salon, on-site shop and a gym.

Anthony Bailey, Senior Care and Support Worker 
on the Island said: 

“Both Anthony and Joanna have grown 
such a loving, caring and strong relationship 
to each other that It has brought such a 
positive vibe within the house.

“Knowing that these two lovely people 
have found companionship and comfort within 
each other and promoting each other to work 
together to live as independently as possible.”

This is the love story of two supported 
living scheme residents, who never gave 
up on their dream of independence and 
their love for life and each other.
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Customer Service Centre

Our Customer Service Centre is currently open 
9am-5pm. However, during lockdown periods,  
we sometimes need to shift to a 10am-4pm 
opening time to accommodate home working.

Waiting times may be longer than usual and  
we encourage you to only call for emergency 
reasons. Please email wherever possible to  
service.centre@shgroup.org.uk

For more information on our services  
during any COVID-19 restrictions please  
visit www.shgroup.org.uk/services

Help with finances

If you are struggling financially during this 
pandemic we have access to limited resources  
that may help for specific items. Please contact  
us at Self.Referral@shgroup.org.uk if you  
need support.

During the first lockdown we had  
to suspend certain parts of our service 
and a backlog built up. We are striving to 
offer a full service but we’re still working 
on our remobilisation and prioritising 
emergency repairs and statutory safety 
compliance work. 

This means that following this second lockdown  
some of our services may take a little longer  

to deliver, or be delivered to you remotely rather 
than face to face.

We rely on our dedicated staff and lots of 
partners to help deliver our services, from repairs 
contractors to local authority support and advice.  
COVID-19 has impacted all in different ways.  
These can be operational, logistical or simply 
human and inevitably lead to change.  

We simply ask that while we all adjust to  
the environment around us that you give  
us your patience and in return we will give  
you our commitment that we will get round  
to helping you.  

Repairs

From 1 June 2020 we resumed non-emergency 
day to day repairs. Please book these as normal.

Initially we won’t be able to offer the same 
timescales as before, so many non-emergency 
repairs will fall outside our previous 10-day 
response time.

If you want to cancel a repair please let us  
know as soon as possible. You can rebook  
the job at a later date.

Please bear with us as our team adjusts to a  
new way of working.

Latest update on  
our services 

mailto:service.centre%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
mailto:Self.Referral%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
mailto:service.centre%40shgroup.org.uk?subject=
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Caring on the  
front line
Care homes across the UK have been at 
the frontline of the pandemic for many 
months now. 

At the start of lockdown, our staff’s main  
aim was to ensure that residents remained  

as safe as possible and had the least disruption  
to their daily lives.

  However, as things eased, some of our  
care homes were able to introduce socially 
distanced visiting in the garden area where 
residents greeted visitors through open  
doors or windows.

To support residents’ wellbeing staff also put 
together events and activities that were safe  
for them to participate in.

Emma Bound, Manager at 22 Argyll Street, said:

“We’ve managed to secure a private slot at the 
swimming pool.

“We have it once a week for one hour and  
they give us time to change afterwards as  
they understand that this can take us some  
time due to our residents’ physical needs.

“We are so pleased about this, as we have  
seen our residents’ physical health deteriorate  
over the last few months because they haven’t 
been able to access their usual activities.”

Mike Janvrin, Senior Clerical Carer at Byrnhill 
Grove, said: 

“Here at Byrnhlill Grove, we have reintroduced the 
hairdressing services and our local minibus tours.

“We’ve been following all guidelines to keep 
everyone safe.”

Naomi Keyte, Head of Sheltered and  
Care Services, added:  

“I am extremely proud and humbled by  
the continued dedication and commitment  
of our staff to help our residents keep well  
and safe during this challenging time. 

“One example is providing a safe space  
for residents to see their families, by using  
a dedicated room, specialist equipment  
and personal protective equipment,  
relatives and loved ones can keep in  
touch with residents which supports  
their physical and emotional wellbeing.”

 
Our staff’s dedication and professionalism  
didn’t go unnoticed by some of our supported 
care residents.

Kelly, one of our residents, said:  

“I want to thank you all for the service I have  
been getting these past months.

“Although, I have been with Southern Housing 
Group for over 18 years, I know the last eight 
months have been hardest for your staff.” 
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With the help of our resident focus groups  
held in December 2019 as well as the feedback 
from our colleagues we have drafted a new 
complaints policy. 

This policy will be reviewed as part of a scrutiny 
exercise by members of the Resident Steering 
Group and Customer Scrutiny Panel who are 
looking at the Group’s complaint handling process. 

Our aim is to launch our new policy and 
procedure in January 2021.   

We will publish more information about the 
improvements on our website in January 2021. 

If anyone would like to know more  
about the Ombudsman’s code, you can visit 
www.Housing-Ombudsman.co.uk. 

Listening to and resolving our customers’ 
complaints is important to us.

Earlier this year the Housing Ombudsman  
Service reviewed their role and published  

a new complaint handling code.

Lily Monk, Customer Operations Director, said:  

“As an organisation, we really want to have  
our customers at the heart of what we do  
and when we get things wrong, we want  
to put them right as quickly as we can. 

“More importantly, we want to learn from  
our mistakes and use that learning to make  
our services better. 

“With a new code from our Ombudsman,  
we have a real opportunity to refresh our 
complaints handling to help us meet that 
aspiration and I am excited about the  
opportunity that this gives us to do better.”

 
We have set up an internal project team to  
ensure that we identify and implement the 
necessary changes. 

As members of the scheme, we will use  
the Ombudsman’s guidance and the code to 
respond to customers’ complaints quickly.

This will allow us to fulfil the requirements of the 
code and to use the learning from complaints to 
drive service improvements. 

Based on an initial self-assessment,  
our internal project team identified areas where 
we already meet the requirements, however,  
we also identified areas for improvement. 

Making our complaints 
procedure easier

http://www.Housing-Ombudsman.co.uk
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Energy myths. Busted!
Managing home energy use efficiently 
can be hard for many of us. 

We think we are doing the right thing,  
but at the end of each month somehow 

end up with an eye-watering energy bill.  
 
There are lots of tips that promise to reduce 
energy costs and while many will do this,  
some could lead you to pay more. 

Nick Gissing, our Fuel Poverty Advisor,  
busted a few common myths and came up with 
some useful tips to help our residents to save as 
much money as possible.

Let’s take a look at some.

Myth 1:  
Turning up the central heating thermostat  
to the max will heat your home up faster

Wrong! A house will heat up at the same rate 
whether you set your thermostat to 21° or 30°. 
Doing this will only result in a slightly warmer 
house but with higher fuel bills. 
 
Nick’s advice: 

Use your timer and set it to come on  
30 minutes to an hour before you get out  
of bed or arrive home.

Myth 2:  
Painting radiators black will make them  
more efficient

Again, another myth (in fact some experts  
think the extra layer of paint would make them 
less efficient). 

Nick’s advice:

The best thing you can do to keep your radiators 
working at maximum efficiency is to make sure 

they’re not covered by curtains or blocked by 
furniture and where possible install reflective  
foil behind them to direct heat into the room.

Myth 3:  
Even though I’m not home all day,  
it’s best to leave the heating on

Myth! You’re just paying to heat an empty home. 

Nick’s advice:

Use your timer and set the heating to come on  
30 minutes to an hour before you get home.

Myth 4:  
An empty fridge or freezer uses less  
electricity than a full one it’s best to  
leave the heating on

Another myth! Keeping your fridge and freezer 
stocked up will make it run more efficiently. 

Nick’s advice: 

Try to keep your fridge and freezer reasonably 
stocked up. Some people even fill empty spaces 
with loaves of bread!
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Other ways to  
contact us: 

Email: service.centre@
shgroup.org.uk

Write to: 

Customer Service Centre 
Southern Housing Group  
PO Box 643
Horsham RH12 1XJ

Who do you need  
to speak to?

It’s important to call the  
correct local number so  
you speak to the right team.  
Once you’ve called your  
local number, you’ll have  
the following options: 

• Press 1 for repairs and 
maintenance, including 
heating and hot water 

• Press 2 for rent  
information, payments, 
and money advice  

• Press 3 for all other  
enquiries

If you live in: 

The London boroughs of  
Barnet, Brent, Bromley, 
Croydon, Hackney, 
Hammersmith & Fulham, 
Haringey, Islington, Kensington 
& Chelsea, Lambeth, Lewisham, 
or Southwark, please call  
0300 303 1061.

The London boroughs of 
Barking & Dagenham, Bexley, 
Greenwich, Havering, Newham, 
Tower Hamlets, Waltham Forest, 
or in Essex or Kent, please call 
0300 303 1773.

East or West Sussex, Elmbridge, 
Mole Valley, Reigate, Banstead, 
or Tandridge, please call  
0300 303 1063.

Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, 
Hampshire, Gloucestershire, 
Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, 
Wiltshire, Runnymede, Waverley 
or Surrey please call  
0300 303 1064.

The Isle of Wight, please call 
0300 303 1772.

Customer Service Centre Christmas  
opening hours:

9am-5pm from 3 December

9am-12.30pm on Christmas Eve 

Closed on 25 - 28 December

10am-2.00pm on 29,30,31 December

www.shgroup.org.uk

Contact us

http:///www.facebook.com/southernhousing
http:///instagram.com/shgroupuk?igshid=11ox76o1imn2s
http://twitter.com/SHGcustomers
mailto:service.centre%40shgroup.org.uk%20?subject=
mailto:service.centre%40shgroup.org.uk%20?subject=
http://www.shgroup.org.uk

