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Here are the answers to some of the frequently asked questions that we get asked about the changes to your rent and service charges.
If you have any further questions that are not answered here, please contact our Home Ownership Team directly on 01908 544723 or by email on home.ownership@guinness.org.uk 

Q1: What is the difference between rent, insurance and service charges?  To me it’s one charge.
We calculate rent, insurance and service charge separately as they cover different aspects of our service to you.

Your rent covers the cost associated with providing your home.  It pays for management (office staff) services, including our Home Ownership and Finance teams, and helps pay back the original loan Guinness took out to build the property you live in.
A service charge is the amount you pay for services to communal areas outside your home and is variable, dependent on the services you actually receive and the property you live in.  It can include the cost of gardening and cleaning to communal areas, fire testing, and provisions for repair and replacement etc.
In most circumstances your Lease will state that buildings insurance should be arranged by Guinness and paid for monthly by you.  You are always responsible for arranging your own contents insurance.  The buildings insurance payment is normally taken with your rent however, if you pay a service charge then the buildings insurance premium is included in the budget for the service charge year.
Q2: Why is my rent going up so much?
Shared Ownership rent increases are calculated using a formula based on the Retail Price Index (RPI), which aims to ensure that the rent increase is fair.  This formula is detailed in your Lease and this will stipulate which months RPI should be used, and the maximum your rent can go up by.
We use the RPI inflation figure for setting the increase in our rents.  If RPI goes into a negative figure on the month we are using it to calculate your rent, then there will be no rent increase for that year. 
Q3: Why is my service charge going up?
Inflation being at a high level has meant that the cost of us buying in some services such as gardening, window cleaning and cleaning of communal areas has gone up.

Increases in utility costs (electric and gas), have had a big impact on some service charges this year. Although some utility companies have very recently announced price reductions, these will not be reflected in service charges until next year.
We have worked hard to minimise the impact of these increases by obtaining best prices through bulk purchasing.

Q4: Why has my service charge increased even though in the calculation there is a figure shown as a surplus?
Each year we estimate the cost of providing services and advise residents of the amounts involved within the Service Charge review letters.  Some years, the amounts estimated exceed the amount that is actually paid out and this results in a surplus.  Similarly, if the estimate is less than the amount spent on providing those services, there will be a deficit.

Whether a surplus or a deficit, the figure from the previous year is added to your rent account.  We will let you know if the amount is a surplus or a deficit, and make arrangements with you to either clear the deficit or to receive your surplus back.
Q5: What does my service charge cover?  How can I get a breakdown of this information?
A breakdown is provided on the statement included with this letter.  If you require a more detailed breakdown, or have any questions, please call your Home Ownership Officer on 01908 544723.
Q6: Is there anything I can do to reduce my service charge?

We work hard to ensure that you receive value for money for your service charge but there are ways you can help us save even more.  Reporting communal repairs as soon as they are noticed stops further damage occurring, which could prevent further repair costs.  Making sure that front doors, and bin store doors, are closed properly stops them being damaged, and alerting us if you spot any unlawful behaviour, such as fly tipping, can help us solve the problem quickly, resulting in savings. 
Q7. I am worried that I won’t be able to afford to pay my rent/service charge now.  Is there anyone that can help me?
We will help you all we can.  To allow us to do so, you must tell us as soon as you think you will have any difficulty with meeting your rent and/or service charge payments.  We will then work with you to understand the issues and how we can best help.  This may involve us helping directly or referring you to other organisations such as the Citizens Advice Bureau or the National Debt Help line.

You can contact our Home Ownership Team on 01908 544723.
Q8: I pay my rent/service charge by Direct Debit; will my payments be automatically changed, or will I have to do something?
You don’t need to do anything.  We will contact your bank or building society and give them instructions to change the amount.  

Q9: I pay my rent/service charge by Standing Order; will my payments be automatically changed, or will I have to do something?

You need to contact your bank or building society as soon as possible and ask them to amend your payments from April 2012.
Q10: I am on Housing Benefit (and/or Supporting People Allowance).  Do I need to inform the local authority of the changes in my letter?
Yes, you need to get in touch with your local council office to let them know about the changes to charges immediately so that they can alter your entitlement.
Q13: I’ve lost my letter.  How can I get a copy so that I can claim my Housing Benefit?
Please phone our Home Ownership Team on 01908 544723 or email home.ownership@guinness.org.uk, stating your name and full address and we will send you another copy to the original address.  Please note, for security purposes, we are unable to send letters to alternative addresses.
Q14: I think my rent/service charge increase is incorrect.  What can I do about this?
Contact the Home Ownership Team on 01908 544723 to discuss the problem with your Home Ownership Officer. 
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