
Soha Housing’s quarterly magazine Winter 2011

WINNERS! 
Soha residents team winners at the  
UK Housing Awards. See page 2.

KEEP ACTIVE CUT YOUR BILLS MONEY TALK FREE TRAINING
Work up some warmth 
from within... page 3

How to reduce your  
energy bills... pages 4&5

Financial news and 
advice... page 9

Training opportunities 
from Soha... back cover

Want  

to call us on  

a Saturday?

You can! - between 

9.30am & 12.30pm

SEE PAGE 12
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Are you getting the best deal       from your energy supplier?   
Energy bills aren’t getting any  
lower, but there are a few things 
you can do to make sure you are 
getting the best deal possible.

Switching how you pay
There are three main ways to pay for gas  
and electricity:

•	 Direct debit - automatically paying a set 
amount each month

•	 Standard credit - paying by cash, cheque or 
payment cards each quarter when the bill arrives 

•	 Prepayment meter - paying in advance to  
top up a card or key 

Direct debit is the cheapest way to pay for energy. 
It allows you to spread the payments over the year, 
rather than ending up with high bills in the winter. 

If you manage your account online, meaning you 
receive your bills via email and enter your meter 
readings online, this is often even cheaper.  

If you change from a prepayment meter to standard 
credit or direct debit, you will need a new meter.  
Your energy supplier can arrange this for you. Some 
companies do charge, so check with your energy 
supplier first. You can change your payment method 
just by contacting your energy supplier.

Keep on top of your bills
Remember to read your meter regularly. Bills 
based on estimated readings can mean you are 
paying too much or too little for your energy. If 
you’re struggling with your bills, contact your 
supplier as soon as possible and see what they 
can do to help. Deal with any debt early: it will 
make it easier to manage. There may also be a 
trust fund which can help you with some of the 
debt. Contact the Affordable Warmth Helpline on 
0800 107 00 44 for more information. For advice 
on specific problems with energy suppliers, 
including issues with disconnection or making a 
complaint, contact Consumer Direct  
on 08454 04 05 06.

Here are two ways to save 
money on your energy bills: 

1.	Switching how you pay

2.	Switching who you buy  
	 your energy from
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There is great competition among 
energy suppliers and you could save 
by switching supplier. The easiest 
way to find the best deal is to use an 
independent comparison service. They 
will be able to give you a free and 
impartial list of suppliers in your area. 
Have your old bills handy to get the 
most accurate results. Cocoon Energy 
is an independent comparison service. 
They can be contacted on 0800 31 02 185.

Here are some tips for switching:
•	 Get both your gas and electricity from the same 

supplier (known as dual fuel)

•	 If you are on a prepayment meter, get a quote  
from Ebico as they charge the same rate to all  
their customers regardless of how they pay  
(0800 458 7689 or www.ebico.org.uk)

•	 Resist the temptation to switch when a doorstep 
seller offers you an apparently great deal. They 
won’t be giving you independent advice!

But remember 
•	 If you are tied into a tariff, you may be charged a 

cancellation fee for ending it early

•	 You cannot change energy supplier if you owe 
money on your account

What happens when you switch?
Changing your energy supplier should be an easy, 
straightforward process. Once you’ve chosen a new 
supplier, your current and your new supplier work 
together to do the paperwork. The transfer can take 
up to six weeks, but your new supplier will keep you 
updated and confirm your switch date.

Your old supplier will send you a final bill – pay this  
and cancel any direct debits. Then all you have to do  
is take a meter reading on your switch date and give it 
to both suppliers.

     Switching  
who you buy  
  your energy from

Switching y
our energy 

supplier  

  could red
uce your bill

s

Energy-efficient  

housing saves on bills - 
 

Soha shows how it’s 
done! 

A fairly standard housing estate house in 

Didcot was transformed over the Summer 

thanks to funding from a Government body.

The idea was to learn how to upgrade homes so that they are more 

energy-efficient and ultimately save Soha tenants money on bills. So 

a home in Great Western Drive was packed with a whole host of new 

technology, including solar hot water panels, a new boiler and new 

ventilation systems. The ground floor was redesigned to take better 

advantage of natural light (so less electric light would be needed). Soha  

is going to monitor how everything works and the savings it brings over  

the next two years. Lisa Ball, pictured, showing Didcot MP Ed Vaizey the  

new technology, says, “At first I was quite concerned that I wouldn’t be  

able to cope with the new systems, but actually it’s just a matter of 

common sense. More than anything, my family and I are learning  

to rethink how we use energy in the home.”

Steve Lynch, Director of Property and Development at Soha 

Housing, said, “We’re going to use the lessons we learn to  

improve the energy efficiency of our homes. We are very  

grateful to Lisa and her family for enduring the inconvenience  

and disturbance. Without their enthusiasm and support,  

this project just wouldn’t have been successful!”



The World Health Organisation recommends that living rooms are heated 
to 21°C (70°F) and that other occupied rooms are heated to 18°C (65°F).  
To help with the cost of heating your home, you may be entitled to 
payments from both your energy supplier and Government:

Help with the cost of  
   keeping warm over winter
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Over 60?
•	 The Winter Fuel Payment is a yearly tax-free 

payment to help over 60s pay for their heating. It is 
made automatically - you don’t have to claim it.

•	 Payments are issued regardless of income or 
savings, but the amount varies depending on your 
personal situation.

•	 For Winter 2011/12, residents over 80 will get up to 
£300, and residents over 60 will get up to £200.

(see www.direct.gov.uk or call the Winter Fuel 
Payment helpline on 0845 9 15 15 15 – they’re open 
Monday to Friday, 8.30am – 4.30pm).

Getting Pension Credit or 
Employment and Support 
Allowance?
•	 You’ll get an automatic Cold Weather Payment of £25 

every week that the temperature drops below 0°C for 7 
days in a row as measured at your local weather station.  

Take a look at the enclosed magazine, 
Quids In, and tell us what you think! 
You could win £25 in shopping vouchers. A group of residents told us they would like 
us to trial Quids In instead of writing our own self-help magazine, Money Matters. 
But we’d like to know what you think! You can either ring the Resident Involvement 
Department at Soha on 01235 515 900 (or 0800 014 15 45 free from a landline) or 
email us at ri@soha.co.uk with the answers to the following questions... 

•  Quids In is relevant to me	 yes | no
•  Quids In has useful information in it	 yes | no
•  I would be interested in seeing Quids In again	 yes | no

Soha does not recommend or endorse any third-party products or services referred to in the magazine,  
nor do we take any responsibility for the content of any third-party publications or websites.

•	 To qualify you need to receive Pension Credit or 
income-related Employment and Support Allowance 
(see www.direct.gov.uk or speak to the Pension 
Service or JobCentrePlus for more information).

Getting Pension Credit 
Guarantee?
•	 Warm Home Discount will come into effect in 

November/December 2011. It will be a yearly 
automatic discount of £120 off electricity bills.

•	 It’s for electricity bill payers on Pension Credit 
Guarantee.

•	 Your energy supplier can give you more details.

Finally make sure you are receiving all the 
benefits you are entitled to. Speak to Age UK 
or your local Citizens Advice Bureau about 
carrying out a benefits check. 

Money Talk...

FREE financial advice
You can get FREE advice from
The National Debtline:  
Telephone: 0808 808 4000  
www.nationaldebtline.co.uk

The Consumer Credit Counselling Service:
Telephone: 0800 138 1111 www.cccs.co.uk

Citizens Advice:  
Contact our Customer Services team to find  
out the location and phone number of your  
local Bureau or go to www.adviceguide.org.uk

Do you need help or advice to tackle  
outstanding Housing Benefit or rent issues? 
The Rental Income Team is at hand to take your call but we are also  
bringing our service to you with regular Housing Benefit and Rent  
surgeries at various locations around South Oxfordshire.  
See www.soha.co.uk/Corporate/OurServices/Rents/HousingBenefit.htm

Don’t forget the 
rent at Christmas!
Even though it’s getting near to Christmas, please 
remember that rent still has to be paid - in fact, 
keeping a clear rent account helps you qualify to 
be in the Tenant Reward Scheme - that’s twelve 
chances every year to win £175!  Call Resident 
Involvement or email ri@soha.co.uk  
to find out more.

FREE financial advice could  

   be a phone call away



Fancy a walkabout with us?

In Abingdon, we are in Caldecott Chase/
Ock Bridge Close on the mornings  
7 December, 17 January, 21 February and  
20 March.

In Cholsey, we’re in Priest Close in the 
afternoon of 24 November, 21 December, 26 
January, 23 February and 22 March.

In the Didcot area, we are on Fleet Meadow 
on the mornings of 13 December,  
17 January, 14 February and 13 March and 
Great Western Drive on the mornings of  
15 December, 19 January, 16 February  
and 15 March. 

In Henley, we are in Mount View and Luker 
Avenue on the mornings of 24 November,  
21 December, 26 January, 23 February  
and 22 March.

In Oxford, we are in Sherwood Place on the 
mornings of  6 December, 9 January,  
6 February, 6 March.

In the Thame area, we are in Van Diemans 
Road / Broadwaters Avenue on the 
afternoons of  13 December, 10 January,  
14 February and 13 March.

We are in Witney on the mornings of  
14 December and 14 February.

In Woodcote, we’re on Medill Close on the 
mornings of 12 December, 12 January,  
16 February and 15 March.

In addition, we visit every sheltered scheme 
weekly and carry out inspections every two 
months. See your scheme noticeboard for 
more information!

These are the estate inspections we are due to carry out over the next few months.  
Please do join us if you can: just call Neighbourhoods on 01235 515 900 or  
0800 014 15 45 (free from a landline) and we’ll agree a place and time to meet!
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How is Soha doing?

Performance Indicator	 Performance 	 Target †	 Are we  
	 so far* 		  meeting  
			   target?

Overall Satisfaction
Tenants satisfied with Soha’s service 	 91% 	 91% 	 Yes 

Your Views
Tenants satisfied that Soha take  
their views into account 	 71% 	 71% 	 Yes 

Repairs
Emergency repairs completed on time 	 99.8% 	 99% 	 Yes 

Urgent repairs completed on time 	 99.4% 	 98% 	 Yes 

Routine repairs completed on time 	 99% 	 98% 	 Yes 

Arrears
Arrears for current tenants 	 2.4% 	 2.5% 	 Yes

Letting homes
Average re-let time for all homes 	 3.3 Weeks 	 3.5 Weeks 	 Yes 

Average re-let time for General Needs homes 	 2.7 Weeks 	 2.5 Weeks 	 Nearly 

Average re-let time for Sheltered Homes 	 4.2 Weeks 	 5.1 Weeks 	 Yes�

* Performance so far is to 30 September 2011 (arrears as at 14 October 2011) .  † Target is for the financial year 1 April 2010 to 31 March 2012.

We are really pleased that, mid year, performance across the services is on target. Repairs performance is at its  
best ever (see page 14 for more information), rent arrears are lower than this time last year and we are letting  
empty properties quickly.

Complaints...
At Soha, we actively want our customers to 
complain. That way, they help us to identify where 
we need to learn to do better. You can complain as 
an individual, or as part of a group.

In 2010-11, we received 106 complaints. The main 
areas of complaint were Responsive Repairs, Housing 
and Planned Maintenance. The biggest impact of 
complaints is on improvements to services. For 
example, we have changed the out of hours repairs  
call centre procedure so operators are prompted to call 
the contractor again if they do not receive a response 
to their initial call; the grass cutting standard has 
been changed and Soha’s main repair contractor’s 
appointment system has been improved to reduce 
the risk of missing appointments in future. These are 
just some of the many ways in which complaints have 
helped improve services.

 If you make a complaint, Marisa Elliott (Soha’s 
complaints co-ordinator) will make sure your 
complaint is acknowledged within 3 days and you get 
a full reply telling you what we’re going to do about it 
within 10 working days.

Marisa says, “You can pick up a complaint form from 
our Reception or ring Customer Services to have one 
sent to you. Or you can just ring, write or email in 
with your concern – the form isn’t vital. It may be that 
you want to draw our attention to something that is 
getting you down personally, or maybe a group of you 
have a complaint. Either way I really do look forward to 
hearing from you!”

Our contact details are 01235 515 900 or 
0800 014 15 45 (free from a landline) or 
housing@soha.co.uk.



CHRISTMAS 
OPENING HOURS

23 Dec	 Office and switchboard  

	
open until 5.00pm

24 - 31 Dec	 Out of hours service* 

1 - 2 Jan	 Out of hours service*

3 Jan	 Office and switchboard  

	
open at 8.30am

* Call 01235 515 900 / 0800 014 15 45 free from a  

landline as usual for assistance from our colleagues  

on the out of hours service. 

 13 12

Customer Service  

    news...

New Saturday 
Service gets 
underway… 
On 1 October we began taking calls 
on a Saturday morning. Customers 
were surprised to hear us on the line 
instead of our emergency ‘out of 
hours’ contractor, Sentinel.
We have collected rent by phone, helped with 
repairs and reassured tenants concerned about 
an issue over the weekend. 

We are trialling this for a few months to see if  
it is successful. Let us know what you think.

Please remember our offices remain 
closed – but our phone lines are  
open from 9.30am to 12.30pm on 
Saturday mornings.

thank y
ou... for

 saying 
tnank yo

u!

Customer Care 
Awards - as 
nominated by 
customers!
 
Five staff were recognised for 
their customer care and received 
a thank you from our Chief 
Executive, Richard Peacock.

The five staff (four of who are shown 
below with Maureen Adams, Director  
of Customer Services and Operations, 
and Richard) were delighted to have 
been nominated by residents, many  
of whom take the time to  
write in to us. 

Work skills for 
younger people

Grounds for 
improvement? 

Reaching out  
to older people

In difficult times young people 
need all the help they can get. 
So at Soha we trained a group of young people 
aged 16 -18 in working in customer care.

The group were helped to understand what is 
involved in working with people, handling confidential 
information, health and safety, writing CVs and 
interview skills. They gained a City and Guilds Level 
One Short Course qualification in Customer Service. 

The group were impressively courteous and 
professional throughout the 10-day course. We 
are sure they have bright futures ahead of them.

Dan, aged 17, said, “It was a really good course 
which taught me new things that I didn’t even 
realise were part of Customer Service!”

We want to know what our tenants need 
and especially our over-70s, so we launched 
the Older Persons’ Visiting Scheme.

We have visited 140 older people in their homes 
to make sure they get the information they need.  
Some were very interested in our new Extra Care 
scheme in Thame and some were glad they could 
show us the things that they wanted repaired in 
their homes. Many were delighted just to meet their 
landlord. Please note that we always write before 
we visit and we always carry identification. 

The standard of grounds maintenance 
and communal cleaning has generally 
been of a good standard during the past 
three months but a couple of estates and 
sheltered schemes require additional work.

If you are dissatisfied with the quality of 
either the grounds maintenance or communal 
cleaning in your area please contact our Estates 
and Neighbourhoods Manager Jane Cox on 
01235 515 900 or 0800 014 15 45.

The group were courteous and professional throughout the course

Customer Service
s check list
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At the end of September, 
half way through the 
financial year we are happy 
to report that our repairs 
contractors are currently 
hitting all our targets for 
completing repairs on time.

And, on average, we are 
completing priority 2 orders within 
5 days against a target of 7 days, 
and low priority 3 repairs within 11 

When we let new homes we try to make sure that they are 
of a good standard, so we survey all our residents when they 
move in and ask for their feedback. They have reminded us to 
make sure gardens are properly cleared. And we now leave a 
list of non-urgent repairs that we will do. This means people 
can move in more quickly. So if you have answered one of our 
surveys - many thanks: you have made a difference.

days against a target of 28 days.

Jeakins, who deals with the day  
to day repairs, are completing  
98% of orders right first time.

We have received feedback on 
repairs from over 1,600 residents  
so far this year and the vast 
majority tell us that contractors  
are polite and helpful when they 
visit, turn up on time and clean up 
after they complete the work.

Repairs performance  
reaches its best ever!

Your new home: clean, safe, secure

Home sweet  
home?
Many tenants would be astonished 

to see the state of properties that 

are sometimes handed back to us 

when a tenant leaves. 

This means we can’t offer homes to 

new tenants as quickly as we would 

like and we incur costs in removing 

rubbish from the house and garden.

We are making sure that anyone 

wanting to move out knows we will 

always inspect the property before 

they move and we will need them to 

put right or pay for any damage or 

neglect ...please spread the word.

Properties are sometimes handed back to us in very poor condition

Home and repairs

News in brief :

Painting a picture of Soha

Aubrey Smith from St Mary’s Close, Wheatley, was 
voted Soha Community Gem 2011 by the Tenants’ 
Forum. Aubrey came into Soha with his wife and 
his nominator, neighbour Terry Bell. “Thank you to 
everyone involved in the voting process and treating 
us like royalty when we came in to receive our £100 
shopping vouchers!” said the Smiths. Here they are 
(centre of pic) in conversation with Chief Executive 
Richard Peacock (far right) and Don Harrison, Secretary 
of Tenants’ Forum, next to Richard. 

Gem of Wheatley

New non-emergency 
number for the police  
if you need to call the police and it’s not an 
emergency, there’s a new number to use from 
November 2011. It’s 101. If you’re reporting a crime 
that is happening right there and then or someone 
is in danger, you should continue to use 999.

Did you  
get the picture?  
We hope you enjoyed this year’s Annual Report 
produced by tenants. Thank you to everyone who sent 
in their feedback form and congratulations to the prize 
draw winners who were Mrs A Reeves of Berinsfield 
and Kimberley Chamberlain, aged 12, of Checkendon. 
They won £100 and £50 respectively.

Your views are important as they help residents 
producing next year’s Report. “It’s great fun and I 
learnt a lot about Soha!”, says Edwina Lamond of 
Sonning Common. Call Liz in Resident Involvement if 
you fancy taking part.

Memories in Mind is a venture of Oxfordshire 
MIND which took place in October at Old School 
Place, Watlington. The programme of six sessions 
was the first of two pilot courses being hosted by Soha 
and saw participants share and discuss materials to 
help them reminisce about the past. Resident Josie 
Carrington said the fun and the company made it a 
great course which boosted her confidence.

Meanwhile, Chief Executive Richard has 
been busy answering all the questions 
you have asked him on the feedback 
forms. There’ll be more in the next 
edition of Hometalk.

Soha Housing supporting communities:
Since the last Hometalk, Soha has been proud  
to support the following community ventures: 

• Didcot First Business and Community Awards - October 
• Barton Bash in Oxford - November

Rounding off a successful course: a wartime street party



Soha Housing
Royal Scot House, 99 Station Road, Didcot. Oxon OX11 7NN
Tel: (01235) 515 900 or 0800 014 15 45  Fax: (01235) 515 945  
email: housing@soha.co.uk    website: www.soha.co.uk

Available in audio, large print, 
braille and other languages. 
Please ring 01235 515 900  
or 0800 014 15 45

The A4 edition of Hometalk cost around 67p/copy or 4p/page 
including production, editorial and print. Printed on elemental 
chlorine-free paper from a sustainable source.

design and production: www.mcsdesign.co.uk

Back to work -  
brush up your skills!

Using IT at work -  
brush up your skills
Are you seeking work and want to brush up on 
the IT skills that may be needed? Sign up for one 
of these FREE courses.

10am - 2pm, 22 & 23 February OR 29 February & 1st 
March, Soha’s offices, Didcot.

•  FREE courses, with refreshments and lunch included 
•  Brush up on Word, Excel and Outlook (email skills)
•  Learn tips for getting the most from your PC

Return the tear off slip opposite to book your place!

Your Next Step is here
FREE support with -
•	 CV Reviews/Development
•	 Interview Skills & Techniques
•	 Job Applications
•	 Career Options
•	 Identifying transferable skills
•	 Building Confidence

Next Step is the government funded careers and advice 
service for adults (aged 19+) that is freely available to you 
from our friendly, professionally qualified careers advisers.  

Working in partnership with Soha Housing, Next Step are 
running a FREE CV workshop on Thursday 26 January, 
10am-12 noon at Soha’s offices in Didcot. Advisors will 
then be available for one-to-one advice sessions. 

Book your place using the tear off slip opposite, or call  
Lynn Wignall at Soha on 01235 515 900 or 0800 014 15 45.

For more information about Next Step, or to book a face 
to face appointment with a local Next Step adviser  
0800 1954 700 quoting Ref: SOHA121 or  
email: nextstep.enquiries@babcock.co.uk

Coming soon…
Spring Online, with Silver Surfers Days 23 - 27 April 2012. 
FREE taster sessions on the internet for older or less 
confident people.

Maximising your Income taster session. March (exact date 
to be confirmed) in Berinsfield. We will be running other 
FREE taster sessions in 2012. Please show your  
interest below.

        STOP PRESS... 

...FREE Training Courses  

 

Name:

Postcode:	             Phone:  (                )

Email:

I would like to attend the following FREE training  

(please tick all that apply)

IT skills for work	   22 & 23 Feb 2012 

Didcot	   29 Feb & 1 Mar 2012

CV skills	   26 Jan 2012 

Didcot

Maximising your income	   TBC March 2012 

Berinsfield

We have some bursaries for travel expenses where 

needed. Do you want more information on these?  

We will be running more training and taster sessions in 

2012. Would you be interested in any of the following?

	 DIY skills - flat pack furniture to shelves!

	 Decorating your home - ideas and inspiration

	 Community conflict - handling and resolving disputes 

	 Interview skills - be calm and confident!

	 Customer Services skills - handling calls helping the public

	 Understanding welfare benefits - find your way  

    	 around the system

Return to: Freepost SCE 2680, Soha Housing,  

Royal Scot House, 99 Station Road, Didcot. OX11 7YW 

Or call Lynn Wignall to book your places.


