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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 or require further explanation about any of these answers, please contact our 
Housing Help Desk on 03000 111 321.
Q1: What is the difference between rent and service charges?  To me it’s one charge.
We calculate rent 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 the repairs service and the management (office staff) services, for buildings insurance and for servicing of appliances – gas boilers, for example.

Your 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 estate-based staff, gas/electric charges to communal areas, gardening and cleaning to communal areas etc.

Q2: Why is my rent going up so much?
All housing association social rents are calculated using a formula which aims to ensure that rents in a local area are broadly similar for the same size home, whoever the landlord is.
Based on this formula each home has a target rent which is designed to fairly reflect the rental value of the property dependent on factors such as number of bedrooms and location.

In order to compensate for inflation, and ensure we have enough income to maintain existing homes and develop new ones, the target rent is increased annually by the Retail Price Index (RPI) + 0.5%.

In addition, if your existing rent is below the target then the Government require us to gradually move your rent up to this level, but the annual increase in your rent can never be greater than (RPI + 0.5%) + £2 per week.
The annual RPI + 0.5% inflation adjustment for next year is 6.1% so, for example, a rent of £100 per week would be increased by £6.10 a week, which is 6.1% of £100, plus up to a maximum of £2, if the rent on your property is currently below the target rent.
The increases in rent charges this year are calculated using this formula to make sure that we can cover the costs associated with providing your home; we put every penny of income that we receive into running the business in an efficient and effective way and ensuring that we do everything we can to keep increases to a minimum.

Please see the enclosed ‘Explaining Your Rent’ fact sheet for more details.
Q3: Why is my service charge going up?
Inflation being at a high level has meant that the cost of us buying in some of our services such as gardening, window cleaning and cleaning of communal areas has gone up.

The massive increases in utility costs (electric and gas) in particular, have had a big impact on some service charges this year.

We have worked hard to minimise the impact of these increases by obtaining best prices through bulk purchasing of electric and gas, we have waived the percentage fee we take for the administration of such costs and we continue to challenge the utility providers about the level of their charges.
Please see the enclosed ‘Explaining Your Rent’ fact sheet for more details.
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 Rent/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 previous years is included in the next year’s calculation.  If estimated costs have increased, the surplus may not be enough to prevent the service charge from being increased too.
Q5: Is there anything I can do to reduce my service charge?

Your Neighbourhood Officer is the budget holder for service charges.  They can review the services provided to an estate, or block of apartments, in consultation with residents and the Estate Services Manager, to identify if savings can be made in how services are provided, for example, the frequency of cleaning or how residents use services such as communal lighting, bulk rubbish removal etc.  Contact our Housing Help Desk on 03000 111 321 if you would like to make an appointment to speak with your Neighbourhood Officer, or attend your quarterly Estate Inspections (details of these can be found on www.guinnesspartnership.com or in your Neighbourhood Agreement) to share your ideas, views and concerns.  Any changes to existing service provision, designed to reduce costs, can only be adopted once a full resident consultation has been conducted and if the majority of scheme residents are in favour of the proposals.  

However, not all costs can be reduced as a result of direct resident involvement. For example, certain services are obligatory landlord requirements, such as the provision and ongoing maintenance of digital TV aerial systems, and we regularly reviews our contract providers to ensure we are obtaining best value for money in the marketplace.  

Q6: 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 you directly by giving you advice to increase your income or referring you to other organisations such as the Citizens Advice Bureau or the National Debt Help line.

You can contact our Housing Help Desk on 03000 111 321.

Q7: I pay my rent/service charge by Direct Debit; will my payments be automatically changed, or will I have to do something?
No, you don’t have to do anything.  We will contact your bank or building society and give them instructions to change the amount.  

Q8: I pay my rent/service charge by Standing Order; will my payments be automatically changed, or will I have to do something?

Yes, you will need to contact your bank or building society as soon as possible and ask them to amend your payments from April 2012.  If you don’t amend the payments you will get into arrears with your rent.
Q9: 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.  If you don’t contact the local council office your rent account will get into arrears.
Q10: Will this increase affect my other benefit payments?
No, the rent increase will not affect your other benefit payments.
Q11: Where can I get some benefits advice?
You can get Housing Benefit advice on applications and entitlements from your local council office.  We can also provide benefit advice that could help increase your income.  Please phone our Housing Help Desk on 03000 111 321 or email gs.mail@guinness.org.uk.
Q12: I want to appeal about my rent/service charge increase.  How can I do this?
You can only appeal if you have a Secure Tenancy.  You can do this in writing within 28 days of receipt of the rent/service charge increase letter.  The rent officer will refer your case to the Rent Assessment Committee who will look at the increase again.  They may confirm, raise or lower the amount after taking everything into account.  Please write to:
The Valuation Office Agency

Network Support Office – Housing Allowance

Wycliffe House

Green Lane

County Durham

DH1 3UW

Website: www.voa.gov.uk
Email: NSOhelpdesk@voa.gsi.gov.uk 
Q13: I’ve lost my letter.  How can I get a copy so that I can claim my Housing Benefit?

Please phone our Housing Help Desk on 03000 111 321 or email gs.mail@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 alternate addresses.
Q14: In the ‘Explaining Your Rent’ fact sheet it says the formula for rent restructuring is based on the value of my home in 1999.  As house prices are always changing, why can’t properties be re-valued to reflect the current market value for the rent calculation?

House prices have historically tended to fluctuate sharply year on year around a long-term gradual upward trend, so constantly revaluing the property element in the formula would introduce uncertainty for residents in terms of annual payments.

In addition the rent formula has built into it the annual Retail Price Index + 0.5% adjustment factor to take account of changes in the rate of inflation 
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