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From the
Chief Executive

Hello again,
If you’re anything like me, you’ll be pleased to
see signs that spring is on its way. After the tough
year we’ve had, the sight of flowers blooming
and an extra couple of hours of light at the end
of the day is giving me a much-needed boost to
my spirits.
It’s on that note of how much nature can
benefit us, that I’m pleased to say we’ve been
working with the UK Centre for Ecology &
Hydrology (UKCEH) on our estates in Bracknell
to introduce some wildlife-friendly measures.
So, it’s good to know that where we can,
we’re starting to address the balance of
providing homes for people, and places
for birds, bats and bugs to nest. For more
details go to page 11.

For our part, we have a dedicated team who are
working towards accreditation with the Domestic
Abuse Housing Alliance (DAHA) charity.
By being able to train our staff via the expertise
of DAHA we’ll able to act with better knowledge
and skills to improve on best possible outcomes
for the victims of domestic abuse and their
families. You can read more about this work
on page 12.
You can also read about an update on our
Building Safety Programme, which is centred on
systematically surveying all our 1,500 buildings to
make sure they meet government building safety
regulations. As ever, I want to state that resident’s
safety is always our top priority.
Take care and all best wishes.

Unfortunately, homes aren’t safe havens for
everyone. I’m sure you are aware that during
the national lockdown the numbers of domestic
abuse cases have risen. This is something we’re
taking very seriously.

Alan Townshend
Chief Executive, Southern Housing Group
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The vital work of the
Building Safety Team

Building safety is the No1 priority of
the Group and over the last year we
have been investing significantly in
that part of our business.

O

ur team has grown to 25 professionals
from a variety of building safety
backgrounds who are now dedicated to
making sure all your properties are safe.

It’s complex but a vital operation,
which is systematically inspecting all our 1,500
new and existing buildings to make sure they
meet the ever-evolving government building
safety regulations.
Paul Coffey, Head of Building Safety
told us that since the start of the programme in
May last year, more than 36 of the highest priority
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buildings have been inspected, and in some cases,
have seen the start of any remedial work which
has been identified as part of the process.
Paul said:

“When we started our post-Grenfell
programme to assess and remove
potentially non-compliant material
from across our properties, we knew
it would be a huge undertaking.
“However, thanks to the growth
and expertise of the Building Safety
Team, we have now surveyed all of our
tall properties and have issued EWS1*
forms where possible.”

Suzanne Horsley, Director of Building
Safety, added:
“It’s been a complicated start to the
building safety programme, but we’re
pleased with the progress being made.
“Although we’d planned how to manage
the risks Brexit would pose on the construction
sector, we could have never predicted that we’d
also be trying to manage this work in a pandemic.
“While this has put additional strain on
supply lines and the availability of both
engineers and products, the team here are
working incredibly hard to get through it.
“We’re working together with experts,
fire authorities, government, local councils
and residents to make sure that we are doing
everything we can to make building safety
our priority.”

What will this mean for you?
Our Building Safety Team have recently written
to residents who may be affected and included
a notice of our intention to open contracts up
to the tendering process.
This notice is your first opportunity to send us
feedback about our proposal. There will be
another notice, and opportunity to provide
feedback when we’re further into the process
and have identified the companies we’d like to
work with.
We’ve sent the notice to all homes that could
potentially be affected so we can make sure we’re
able to include properties in the work contracts if
they need to be.
For more information about our building
safety programme visit www.shgroup.org.uk/
buildingsafety

Finding the right partners
What is an EWS1 form?
Over the coming years we’re going to be carrying
out extensive building safety surveys and work as
part of our ongoing building safety programme.
To make sure we do this as effectively as possible,
while also getting good value for money, we want
to set up some long term contracts for types of
work in different areas, and offer suppliers the
chance to bid to carry out the work.

*The EWS1 form is issued by building
safety engineers after they’ve carried
out a detailed inspection of a tall
building to provide evidence that it
complies with current government
building safety guidelines.
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Community Connectors
Toolkit
We’re excited to announce the
launch of our Community Connectors
Toolkit, an online platform created to
support residents interested in making
a difference in their local area.

T

he Community Connectors project
offers training and guidance for residents
who want to work with their community and
improve their surroundings.

From transforming green spaces, to setting up
weekly cooking workshops - the online platform
provides easy to access information for help with
writing funding applications, risk assessments and
project templates. As well as plenty of other ideas
to get you started.

Lisa, a Community Connector from Dover, said:
“Running the indoor gardening workshop
has been such a highlight to my last year.
“It’s been wonderful to share my passion
for growing vegetables and plants with other
people. It’s also amazing to be a part of the
Many Sister’s growing journeys (see p7).
“Everyone seems closer. Residents seem
happier and know they have someone to
talk to and support each other - it feels like
a proper community which is amazing.”
Last year has really shown us the value
of community and staying connected with
those around us even if we are not in the
same physical space.
If you know a resident who’s got an idea
for a project but unsure where to begin,
why not get them to check out the toolkit here:
communityconnectorstoolkit.co.uk or email us
at info@communityconnectorstoolkit.co.uk
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Indoor gardening has
never been easier
In February the Many Sisters Project
launched a six session workshop series
designed to bring the benefits of edible
indoor gardening to residents living in
Tower Hamlets, Hackney and Newham.

W

ith indoor gardening packs at the ready,
15 residents from all three boroughs
joined the team on a Zoom conference call to
plant radishes, lettuce, basil, spring onions and
edible flowers.
In the run up to the workshop, participants
got creative and made DIY plant containers
out of the materials that they found at home.

For example, you can join us for our Sewing
and Saving workshop and learn how to upcycle
old clothes and household fabrics.
To follow our progress and to find out more
information about other projects contact us at
manysisters@shgroup.org.uk. You can also
follow us on Facebook.
Many Sisters is a female led project that works
with Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic and Refugee
women living in Tower Hamlets, Hackney and
Newham, on a journey to improved wellbeing
and increased financial resilience.

One of the attendees said:
“I’m a physically disabled service user who heard
about the edible gardening workshop after
finishing another project with Many Sisters.
“I was so excited because I spend most of my
time alone and that becomes very isolating.
This program offered me a chance to socialize
with other people.
“Moreover, this program helped me to be able
to eat organic foods (grown by myself), at a
very low cost.”
Our edible indoor gardening workshop wasn’t
just about growing, it was also about saving.
Our residents had a chance to explore more
aspects of growing on a budget, with a focus on
how to regrow kitchen scraps and revitalise tired
supermarket herbs.
We’ve plenty of other projects for you to get
involved in over the spring and summer 2021.
OPEN DOOR SPRING 2021
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Help when it’s needed
the most!

Our Employment Service Team have been
busier than ever supporting residents on
their journey back to work.

O

ur officers have worked with more
than 150 customers since October 2020,
to understand people’s specific situation
and needs.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, some people
have inevitably lost their job and reached
out to us for employment advice and support.
Others simply wanted to understand the
furlough system or how to claim benefits.
How have we helped?

Since lockdown, we’ve developed our digital
support and offered more online and over the
phone services to our customers.
Our “Back to Work 2020/21” employment
scheme is open to all residents regardless of
their age, location or background.
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We’ve organised:
•
•
•
•

Weekly Zoom webinars with
employment specialists
Help with costs around employment
and upskilling
Use of a professional online job searching
tool with links to training, CV support and
skills assessments
Signposting to local employment services
for continued support

One of our residents, said:
“Valerie, my Employment Skills Officer
helped me to look at my transferable skills
and highlighted them on my CV.
“She also listened to the issues that affected
me around my own physical and mental health
situations and has been very supportive.
“I am now undertaking new courses and
upskilling which is really focusing my mind.”

Another resident added:
“Southern 360* has helped me massively on
my road to a new career.
“I needed a PC to do my study on and got one
from the Employment Team (via their Working
Opportunities Fund). As a single mum with a
disability, I just couldn’t afford one myself.

Matthew McLean, Community Investment
Services Manager, said:
“Having worked with Sovereign on similar
projects in the past, we’re pleased to able to
work with them again to deliver this focussed
and timely project.”
Erica Watts, Sovereign’s Head of Employment
and Training, added:

“Now I am looking at a brighter future,
with the means to go for my dreams.”

“We’ve a proven track record of
providing employment and skills programmes
to our residents.

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

“We’re delighted to be working with the
Southern Housing Group to help aid local
residents into taking the next steps to fulfil
their career aspirations.”

“Skills 4 Work” employment scheme
Back to Work 2020/21 is not the only
employment scheme currently available to
our residents.
We’ve recently teamed up with Sovereign
Housing Association to deliver a new 18-month
employment and training programme for our
residents on the Isle of Wight.
The “Skills 4 Work” programme offers great
practical experience and could be the pathway
to an exciting new career.
It’s now open to anyone aged over 16 and not
currently in paid work.
Our residents can receive one to one employment
support, coaching and skills development,
including: digital skills support, help with English,
maths and IT, and access to work placements and
volunteering opportunities.

How do the placements work?
You’ll need to:
•
•
•
•

Be aged over 16
Have a right to work in the UK
Not be in any paid work
Be a resident of the Isle of Wight

We can also help you with childcare support
while you take part in the programme. If you
know someone who’d like to take part, or
you have any questions, please get in touch.
Email: Skills4work@sovereign.org.uk or call
Employment and Training Officer Stuart Sharp
on 0739 228 4487.
*Southern 360 is a part of Southern Housing
Group and has been created to strengthen our
ongoing commitment to help improve the lives
of our residents across all ages and communities.
For more information visit the website.
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Have your say and help
us improve our services
We love working with our residents
to improve the services we offer.

Members of the Resident Groups will work
together to:

O

ur Resident Involvement Team want you
to feel valued, listened to and be confident
that we’re acting on your feedback.

•
•

If you’d like to have your say in how we
deliver and design our services, we’re currently
recruiting members to these groups:

•
•

Scrutiny Steering Group

We’re in the process of setting up the following
interest groups:

This group reports directly to our Board.
It’s responsible for ensuring that residents’
voices are heard at the highest level. It also
holds the Group to account by commissioning
scrutiny exercises and making recommendations
for service improvement for consideration
by the business.

Ensure residents have easy access to services  
Promote the needs of residents and share why
certain things are harder for them and what
can be done to change it
Be involved in engagement projects
Provide feedback to the Resident Scrutiny
Group to support their scrutiny exercises

Resident Scrutiny Group

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

This group carries out the scrutiny work
commissioned by the Steering Group. It acts
as the residents’ voice in improving and
shaping services, providing feedback on
the resident experience and promoting the
continuous improvement of various services.

Membership to these groups is open to
all residents who have an interest in these
specific areas. If you’re interested in getting
involved at any level, please contact us at
resident.involvement2@shgroup.org.uk
or visit www.shgroup.org.uk/beheard

Home owners
Multi storey living
LGBTQ+
Black, Asian and minority ethnic
Mental health and wellbeing
Physical wellbeing
Older residents
Young people

Resident interest groups
These are groups of residents with similar
interests who the Resident Scrutiny Group
can call on for expertise relating to their
area of interest. Members of these groups
actively share their knowledge to inform
policies and strategies. They also influence
service improvement.

We have also launched a new
podcast called the ‘Southern Housing
Group podcast’ which will look
to cover many current issues in
housing. You can find The Southern
Housing Group Podcast on Spotify,
Apple and Google.
Spotify: https://spoti.fi/2K2mYHC
Apple: https://apple.co/3gncsGZ
Google: https://bit.ly/2JZjEwX
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Supporting wildlife on
your estate
We’ve partnered with the UK
Centre for Ecology & Hydrology
(UKCEH) to launch a Biodiversity
Toolkit to help housing providers
and our residents support more
wildlife on their estates.

A

s a company that supports sustainable
business practices, we wanted to
come up with a range of different ways
to improve green spaces for wildlife while
involving residents in key decision making.

We used our site in Bracknell as a case study
to test some of the management options that
would go into the toolkit.
Using our resident’s feedback we’ve then
developed the toolkit which provides a
range of ways to improve biodiversity on
housing estates.
Jodey Peyton, UKCEH ecologist, said:
“Urban development is one of the causes
of habitat loss, deterioration and fragmentation
of natural areas. This has led to significant
declines in a wide range of animal and plant
species, particularly over the past 50 years.
“Green spaces in urban habitats have great
potential for supporting lots of wildlife and
improving people’s wellbeing.
“Our new toolkit advises housing providers
and residents on measures they can implement
themselves, offering a range of affordable and
achievable wildlife management options to help
reverse the long-term decline in biodiversity in
urban areas.”

Patryk Sczerba, Southern Housing Group’s
Sustainability Manager, added:
“We were delighted to be involved with this
project. As a business that develops land in
both rural and urban settings, we’re determined
to encourage the return of wildlife to the built
environment. It can be as simple as making a
slightly different choice of plants for a hedgerow
or grassy area. A commitment to biodiversity
doesn’t need to come with high financial or
human resource investment.”
The options can be tailored according to
housing density, budget available and the
level of maintenance that would be possible.
The toolkit is available in digital format and
includes more than 20 wildlife management
options suitable for housing developments.
We hope other housing providers across the
UK will use the toolkit to make changes in
management practices on their estates to provide
much-needed habitats for wildlife and improve
residents’ health and wellbeing.
OPEN DOOR SPRING 2021
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Bettering our response
to domestic abuse
You may have heard of the Domestic
Abuse Housing Alliance (DAHA) as one
of the charities we support.

W

hat you may not know is that we are
now going through the accreditation
process to be a member of DAHA and not
just a supporter.
This opportunity will benefit our residents,
our staff and improve our overall response
to domestic abuse.
So what is DAHA?
DAHA is a partnership created by Standing
Together Against Domestic Abuse and housing
associations Peabody and Gentoo with the aim
of improving the housing sectors response to
tackling domestic abuse.
To help do that they’ve developed a set
of standards and an accreditation to help
us measure how we’re doing.

Why do we need to be accredited?
Accreditation will strengthen our response
to domestic abuse. We’ll be recognised as
an organisation who are committed and
competent in handling domestic abuse cases.
It will take approximately 12 to 18 months for
us to become fully accredited.
Brea Attrill, our Safeguarding Officer, said:
“There was already a domestic abuse working
group of colleagues across the business,
who were supporting the awareness raising of
domestic abuse and looking at how we could
improve our responses and knowledge for both
customers and staff.
“We wanted to build on this great work, so we
looked into DAHA and began the process.”

This is the benchmark for how we should
respond to cases of domestic abuse in the UK.
After a few months of discussions,
planning and finding someone to
lead the project we’ve now signed our
‘Statement of Intent’ to become a DAHA
accredited organisation.
How will this impact you?
The key things that will impact our residents
will be the knowledge base of staff who
are taking the calls and the speed in which
people will be offered support.
The attitude of the staff towards domestic abuse
survivors will be supportive and non-judgemental.
12
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Brea Attrill, Safeguarding Officer

Learning from
your complaints
As an organisation, we always strive
to put our customers first and promote
a culture of “listen, act and learn”.

T

his means, we’re now focusing more on
learning from customer complaint outcomes
and looking at best possible ways to report
these back to you.

We want to resolve each individual complaint
we receive, but it’s also vital for us to make sure
we’re analysing what’s going wrong for residents,
and what we can do across the business to put
things right.
This is about taking a broader view and
making changes across the business so over
time we reduce the amount of complaints
and stop the same issues happening again.
We’ve listened to our residents
The new complaints policy has been reviewed
as part of a scrutiny exercise by the members
of our Scrutiny Steering Group and Resident
Scrutiny Group.
The members have also carried out a full
review of our complaints handling process.
They presented us with a wide variety of
recommendations which included improved
communications, monitoring of standards,
an increased focus on learning and further
training for staff.
All recommendations have been agreed
and will be delivered by our Complaints
Project Team.
We’re very grateful to our residents who
have recently carried out a full review of our
website content for complaints.

We’re still reviewing feedback but there have
been some great suggestions and enhancements
that we’re looking to take forward in the coming
months.
We’ve improved relations with customers
We now have a dedicated Customer
Relations Improvement Team who are
committed to learning from complaints.
Elle Boyle, Customer Services Improvement
Manager, said:
“Throughout January and February,
we’ve identified 53 reoccurring customer
complaints and my team are currently
working on them.
“We’re also developing a communications
plan to ensure that customers are regularly
updated on the lessons learned and can hold
us to account.”
“It’s an exciting time for us and customers as
we fully embrace the new ways of working
with a deep-rooted commitment to listening
and learning from complaints and co-creating
our future services directly with our residents.”
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Our DW repairs contractor
has changed their name

Our repairs contractor DW Support
Services have changed their name
to United Living Property Services.

Old:

T

his change will only affect customers on
the mainland. On the Isle of Wight the
DW Support Services branding will remain.

What will this mean for our residents?
There’s no change to our service, or the way
our customers get in touch with us. Our offices
and contact numbers remain the same.
Our residents will only see a change in brand,
with United Living Property Services’ logo
replacing DW Support Services’. This will be
most prominently seen on vehicles, workwear
and ID cards.
Most of this transition will be completed by
the end of April 2021, with the DWSS brand
phased out after this time. The rebrand will
not interrupt delivery of our repairs service.
All our operatives carry ID badges, so if in
doubt please check them and call us to verify
any concerns you may have.
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New:

Pay 360 – your new
reference number
Many customers will have recently
received a letter with a new payment
reference number.

F

rom 13 April, whenever you make a payment
to Southern Housing Group over the phone or
through the website, you’ll need to use your new
reference number.

The new system means you can pay directly into
any of your sub-accounts and use the website or
automated phoneline to get your balance.
You can also store your card details in a secure
‘wallet’, to make reoccurring payments using the
same card for each payment.
If you currently pay your rent and service charges
in person, by direct debit or using the app, you
don’t need to make any changes at the moment.
You’ll need your new payment reference number
if you want to make one-off payments over the
phone or the website.

Ways to pay
The best way to pay is to set up a direct
debit as this means your regular payments
such as rent or service charges are taken
care of regularly and you don’t have to worry
about them anymore.
To set up a direct debit or if you have any
queries please contact the Customer Accounts
Team on your local number.
Ben Mills, Head of Customer Accounts
and Customer Experience, said:
“This is the first step in moving all payment
transactions to our new payment provider
Pay 360.
“Pay 360 will provide additional functionality
for customers and will also support the
development of our digital platform.”
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Contact us
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.

Who do you need
to speak to?

Other ways to
contact us:

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:

Email: service.centre@
shgroup.org.uk

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

Write to:
Customer Service Centre
Southern Housing Group
PO Box 643
Horsham RH12 1XJ
www.shgroup.org.uk

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

/southernhousing

• Press 3 for all other
enquiries

@SHGCustomers

/shgroupuk

Customer Service Centre
opening hours have changed:
The team is now available between
9am to 5pm, Monday to Friday.
Please check our website for details.

Southern Housing Group Limited, an exempt charity and registered society within the meaning of the Co-operative and Community Benefit Societies Act
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