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Foreword by Andrew Hall, 
Cottsway Board Chair

During 2020-21, Cottsway 
had to deal with the impact of the 
Coronavirus pandemic on our 
customers, staff and service delivery 

and rose to the challenge most effectively.

We already supported staff in working remotely so were 
able to react quickly when the pandemic struck, closing our 
offices and working from home. This was successful and 
we were able to continue to be there for customers and 
deliver services, as much as lockdown restrictions allowed.

We followed Government guidance and introduced 
Covid-secure working procedures so our repairs team 
could provide essential services, including emergency 
repairs and gas services. We carried out 100% of 
emergency repairs within 24 hours of being contacted by 
customers. Thank you to the teams who have displayed 
commitment and care in supporting our customers during 
lockdowns and periods of huge uncertainty.

We moved swiftly to widen our customer and community 
support, providing grants for groups working to help 
those shielding, isolating or in need in local towns and 
villages, and made thousands of welfare calls to older and 
vulnerable customers.

Our staff ensured services continued to run without face-
to-face contact by introducing virtual property sign-ups 
and viewings and pre-tenancy workshops. We remain 
committed to engaging with our customers and have signed 
up to the ‘Together with Tenants’ Charter to help us ensure 
we’re doing all we can to encourage and facilitate this.

We are pleased, especially given the adversity posed 
by the pandemic, that 89% of our customers are happy 
with the overall services we have provided.

As well as maintaining frontline services, we’ve managed 
to keep our development programme on track, investing 
£21.6m to build 130 new homes for more people in need. 
This was above target, despite the impact of the pandemic 
on construction and supplies - but it’s vital we do more. 

Housing waiting lists have risen, with almost 26,800 
registered in the region we serve. There’s also 3,400 
people registered for shared ownership - 40% more than 
the previous year. We will do all we can to deliver as many 
new affordable homes as possible.

I’m happy to report we’ve made significant progress with 
our digitalisation and modernisation work in the past 
year, introducing new back-office housing management 
systems and a new telephone and communications system. 
We also launched live chat to enable customers to speak 
to advisors online and we’ve continued to improve our 
website and social media channels, all pivotal in helping to 
keeping everyone updated during the pandemic.

We are a well-managed, financially robust organisation, 
as reflected in our regulatory ratings, and our full audited 
accounts and Value for Money Summary can be seen via: 
www.cottsway.co.uk/publications

There’s more detail about our year further in this report. 
As we start to move beyond the pandemic and with the 
effects of Brexit taking shape there are further challenges 
ahead, but I am confident Cottsway can meet these head 
on, particularly with the resilience and responsiveness 
displayed over the past 12 months.

Introduction
Formed in 2001, we are the 
largest housing provider 
in West Oxfordshire and 
we also have homes in 
Gloucestershire, Wiltshire 
and Worcestershire. 

These range from flats and 
bungalows to family homes, for 
affordable or social rent or to buy 
under shared ownership. 

We are in a strong, robust financial 
position and are committed to 
working in partnership to do more 
to help people in housing need, 
while adding social value to the 
communities we serve. We already 
have 11,500 customers and our 
ambition is to own and manage 6,000 
homes by 2026.
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Some highlights from the year:

2020-21 snapshot

NEW! 
Back-office housing 
management systems 
launched: improving how we work 
and enabling us to send customers 
apppointment information by text.

NEW! 
Monthly pre-
tenancy support 
workshops held online: to help 
customers settle into their home 
and develop the skills required to 
maintain a successful tenancy.

NEW! 
Virtual sign-ups: 
new customers can 
now view the property they’ve 
been offered online and sign their 
tenancy agreement virtually rather 
than needing to meet with us in 
person.

NEW! 
Customer service 
improvements: new 
phone system to improve the way 
customers can contact us and 
online chat giving customers the 
option to chat live with our team 
via our website.

We invested

£99k
in supporting 
communities and 
customers

We invested to maintain and 
repair existing 
homes£6m

89%
of customers are happy with 

the overall service we provide

We have strong
G1 Governance V1 Viability 

ratings from the 
Regulator of Social Housing 

We collected over

100% rent
Over 100% due to customers 

choosing to over-pay so that they are 
in credit and pre-payments taken in 
advance (eg. new customers taking 

out tenancies paying rent in advance).

We invested

£21.6m
to build more new 
affordable homes

We celebrated 
our

20th
anniversary at the 

end of 2020-21



Our Annual Report 2020-21 4

Supporting customers and communities 
We work in partnership with our customers and take their needs and viewpoints very 
seriously. We also take pride in adding social value to the communities we serve.

During the pandemic, it’s been more difficult to 
meet with our customers face-to-face, so we’ve 
had to adapt and create opportunities for online 
interaction. We have kept customers informed 
about any impact on our services with regular 
updates on our website, social media channels, by 
letter and phone, including thousands of welfare 
checks with our more vulnerable customers.

Sue Lakin, our Operations Director, said:

“Despite the challenges of the pandemic 
we maintain our focus on creating positive 
relationships with our customers and continue to 
embed a culture that values customer voice and 
experience, ensuring we are always accountable.”

Listening and engaging

This year, we have:

• Signed up to the National Housing Federation’s Together with Tenants Charter, which aims to 
strengthen the relationship between customers and landlords by providing a framework to help us 
get our services right and make sure we are accountable. Working with our customer Scrutiny Group, 
we’ve carried out a self-assessment to see how well we perform against the Charter and where we 
need to improve - and we are acting on this.

• Carried out a self-assessment against the Housing Ombudsman’s new Complaint Handling Code, 
which was published in July. The Code sets out good practice for landlords in responding to 
complaints effectively and fairly, and how to learn from complaints to drive service improvements. 
We will carry out a new self-assessment each year or whenever we introduce major service changes 
to ensure we comply with the Code.

• Continued to use independent market research company Acuity to carry out different types of 
surveys for customer feedback. We also record and respond to all feedback passed on via our 
customer services team and publish a summary of feedback online quarterly.

We have received:

• 2,340 replies to customer surveys

• 44 responses to consultations on things like service and policy changes

• 371 feedback responses (including general comments, compliments and complaints)

 Cottsway Operations Director, Sue Lakin
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Customer satisfaction

We have maintained high customer satisfaction during this challenging time.

Satisfaction with: 2020-21 2019-20
Compared to 

peers*

Overall customer satisfaction 89% 90% Upper quartile

Quality of homes 87% 88% Upper quartile

What we provide in return for 
the rent customers pay 

92% 89% Upper quartile

Neighbourhoods as a place to 
live

90% 90% Upper quartile

Estate services 86% 83%
No benchmark 

comparison

*We compare ourselves with similar-sized housing associations in the South East and 
South West via HouseMark to review our performance and continue improving. Our 
performance is mostly well above the average and either close to or in the top quarter 
in terms of operational performance.

Full results from customer feedback is published on our website:  
www.cottsway.co.uk/getinvolved

 Gill Browning outside her home

Putting scrutiny into action

We’ve created and supported opportunities for our customer Scrutiny Group 
to scrutinise and feedback on our work and help us make improvements. 

The group have reviewed our anti-social behaviour (ASB) support service 
following low customer satisfaction rates for this particular area last year. 
We are using their findings and recommendations to make positive changes 
to the service.

Scrutiny Group member Gill Browning, who’s lived in a Cottsway home for 
over 12 years, said: 

“We think tackling ASB effectively is particularly important as it not only 
impacts on an individual’s mental health and well-being but on whole families 
and communities. We want all Cottsway’s customers to feel safe and secure 
in their homes and hope this scrutiny review will go some way to helping 
Cottsway to deliver an improved service.”

Find out about joining the Scrutiny Group:  
www.cottsway.co.uk/getinvolved
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In the community

We invested £99k this year to support 
communities and customers, ranging from laptop 
loan schemes through to grant funding. 

We offered £25,000 via our Cottsway Community 
Fund to projects, groups and events that benefit 
our wider communities, and to support our 
customers with training and education. 

When the pandemic struck, we reacted quickly 
to open our grant applications to local projects 
supporting vulnerable and shielded people to get 
food or access to key services or support while 
isolating.

Funding went to 13 projects overall, including:

• Yellow Submarine: £2,500 towards new 
equipment at the café it runs at Windrush 
Leisure Centre, Witney, which supports 
employment and training for people with 
learning disabilities and autism.

What we’ve done:

2,579
welfare calls made
to support elderly or vulnerable 
customers during the pandemic

Grant-aided

13
community groups and individuals, 
including Coronavirus support groups

Provided 6-months coaching 
and mentoring support
free to three customers whose 
livelihoods were affected by the 
pandemic

14 younger people in 
housing need assisted

by expanding the Our House project with West 
Oxfordshire District Council and Aspire charity

£51k given
to West Oxfordshire Citizens’ 
Advice to fund a free, impartial 
financial and debt advice 
service for our customers

 Sophie Williamson at the Yellow Submarine café

• Synolos: £2,500 to help provide training 
activities for 16-24 year olds who had lost their 
job during the lockdown or simply wanted to 
improve their work skills or mental health

• West Oxfordshire MS Society: £1,285 towards 
the cost of specially trained yoga and pilates 
instructors to provide online classes to those 
with Multiple Sclerosis. 

Extra support through the pandemic

We offered customers whose livelihoods have 
been affected adversely by the Coronavirus 
pandemic six months of free coaching and 
mentoring support to help them find their feet. 
This was initially set up as a trial but following its 
success we have extended this further. 

We also partnered with Travis Perkins Managed 
Services, which provides supplies for our repairs 
and maintenance team, to obtain grant funding to:

• Gift 10 laptops to children living in Cottsway 
homes who were struggling to access online 
learning during the pandemic.

• Provide 10 new tablets for our tablet and 
laptop loan scheme to support customers gain 
online access. Eleven customers benefitted 
from this scheme this year.

• Continue running a pre-loved furniture 
scheme, providing essential furniture, 
white goods and electrical items to support 
customers in Cottsway homes.
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Improving homes
We have a diverse range of homes, the oldest dating back 
to the 18th century, and we invested £6 million last year in 
repairing and maintaining them. 

Our in-house team of 44 trade operatives take great pride in providing a 
high-quality repairs and maintenance service and we also work with trusted 
contractors.  

Our houses are our customers’ homes and we work hard to ensure they are 
safe and meet the high standards they expect and deserve.

During the pandemic we introduced safe working procedures following 
Government guidance to continue delivering essential services like 
emergency repairs and gas servicing. We carried out 100% of emergency 
repairs on time, within 24 hours of receiving reports.

We postponed routine repairs during lockdowns to limit non-essential 
contact to protect customers and our team, and we kept customers informed 
with regular updates. Our planned maintenance and cyclical programme 
to improve homes, including fitting new kitchens and bathrooms, has been 
affected by the pandemic and supply issues, but we have continued to keep 
this on track as far as possible.

Satisfaction with repairs increased this year, despite the pandemic – with 
92% of our customers saying they were satisfied with the service they 
received, up by 3% on 2019-20. The average cost of a repair was £133.

We also repair homes that become empty so that they are in a suitable 
condition before new customers move in, and we were able to sustain much 
of this work through the pandemic. Some house moves were put on hold 
earlier on the year, but we continued to work with local authorities to house 
people in emergency situations. The average cost of repairing an empty 
home for re-let was £2,413.

As we reached the end of 2020-21, the latest national lockdown was 
beginning to ease, and we were able to re-start our routine repairs service in 
line with the Government’s national roadmap. However, we have a backlog of 
repairs to work through and need to constantly review ongoing supply issues 
and Covid-secure working practices.

Richard Swan, one of our electricians who works with our Planned Team, said: 

“It’s been a difficult year for everyone but staying safe and keeping customers 
safe is the most important thing.”

Repairs customer satisfaction 
of our customers 
were satisfied with 

the repairs service we provided.
92%

 Richard Swan, electrician
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Snapshot: Repairs and maintenance:

Repairs 2020-21 2019-20

Number of responsive repairs 9,400 10,986

Number of emergency repairs 1,249 809

Emergency repairs carried out on time 
(within 24 hours)

100% 100%

Planned maintenance 2020-21 2019-20

Kitchens fitted 59 128

Bathrooms fitted 31 102

Empty homes repaired 264 314

Gas services 3,432 3,806

Electrical safety checks 468 859

Where the money’s been spent 2020-21:

Routine maintenance 
£1.8m

Day-to-day repairs requested 
by customers and repairs to 
empty properties between 

tenancies.

30%

Major repairs 
£0.7m

Larger repairs that involve a 
greater amount of work than that 

of day-to-day repairs which need to 
be carried out more urgently than 

as part of planned maintenance.

12%

Planned and cyclical maintenance 
£1.5m

A planned programme of works to 
ensure properties are kept in good 
condition, such as roofing, fencing, 

paving and external painting.

25%

Component replacement
£2.0m

Replacing components such as 
kitchens, bathrooms and boilers. 

This is part of our planned 
maintenance programme.

33%

Total
£6m
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Building new homes for the future
We work in an area where the average house price is more than 10 times the 
average annual salary and we are committed to doing more to help people in 
housing need. It is vital that we continue to use our strength as a financially stable 
business to build more new homes.

Working in partnership with local authorities 
and developers, we were able to deliver 130 
additional homes - two more than our 128 target 
for the year. This included 88 for affordable rent. 

We built 42 new homes for shared ownership 
and introduced a remote sales process to ensure 
people could continue to part-buy and part-rent. 
In total, we sold 51 shared ownership properties, 
which we consider a great success.

We now provide almost 5,100 homes and aim to 
have 6,000 by 2026.  

Communities that benefited from new affordable 
Cottsway homes are Brize Norton/ Carterton, 
Shipton-under-Wychwood, Stanton Harcourt and 
Witney, in West Oxfordshire, and Gloucester. 

 Steph Townsend outside her new apartment

New home movers satisfaction 
of our new home 
movers were satisfied 

with the quality of their home.
87.5%

 Work under way during the pandemic at Blenheim 
Court, Carterton, by Feltham Construction

Continuing to deliver while staying safe

We and our construction partners have followed 
Government guidance throughout the pandemic 
and, despite some delays and issues with 
supplies, we are proud that we have been able 
to stay largely on track with our development 
programme.

We have invested more than £21.6 million in 
developing new homes and pushed forward 
with two significant schemes for Cottsway - the 
demolition and redevelopment of two of our 
own former 1960s housing schemes in West 
Oxfordshire at Lavender Place, Bampton, working 
with EG Carter & Co Ltd,  and Blenheim Court, 
Carterton, working with Feltham Construction.

Work is continuing at both of these schemes.

“Somewhere to call home again”

With Homes England support we were able to 
successfully secure 14 market sale homes at the 
new Earls Park development, near Gloucester 
city centre. We purchased these from developer 
Matthew Homes and have provided them for 
affordable rent. Steph Townsend, who moved 
into one of the new two-bed apartments with 
her six-year-old son in November, said:

“It’s been an unsettling few months for us as 
we were made homeless. It is amazing to have 
somewhere to call home again. Earls Park is close 
to my workplace and we have family who live 
nearby so it’s in the ideal location for us too.”
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Working in partnership

We worked with Hayfield Homes for the first 
time this year, on the redevelopment of an 
old WW2 airfield at Stanton Harcourt, West 
Oxfordshire. 

Many of the original structures were carefully 
retained and refurbished, including the former 
bomber training building which has been 
converted into two Cottsway apartments. 

We have 26 properties on the site, now named 
Hayfield Green - 20 for affordable rent and six 
for shared ownership.

Kelly Sharman, Sales and Marketing Director for 
Hayfield said: 

“Hayfield Green is a unique development - set 
amongst historical monuments, pathways and 
landscaped open space - which is bringing new life 
to this expansive former airfield. We are delighted 
to have handed over the sensitively-converted 
bomber training building to Cottsway.” 

88 new affordable

42 new shared ownership

£21.6m
invested in building 
new homes

130
new homes

1.6% ahead of target

£7.9m of a £10m funding arrangement with West Oxfordshire 
District Council used to provide 48 new homes in the last 2 years.

 AFTER: The bomber training building was 
sensitively converted to provide new affordable 

homes for Cottsway customers.

 BEFORE: Courtesy of the Airfield Research Group
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Where the money goes 
We are an efficient and effective business 
and we generate profits to reinvest in 
maintaining homes, services and building 
new homes.

We operate within a manageable and cost-
effective distance of our office in Witney, West 
Oxfordshire, to deliver the best value for money 
and efficient services to our customers.

2020-21 2019-20

Annual income £32.8m £30.7m

Annual expenditure £24.5m £26.5m

You can find our full audited accounts at:  
www.cottsway.co.uk/publications 

Income Most of our income comes from rent.
We collected 103.98%* rent 
in 2020-2021 (£28.8m) 

Other income comes from service charges 
and proceeds from the sale of shared 
ownership properties. 

*Over 100% due to 
customers choosing to over-
pay so that they are in credit 
and pre-payments taken in 
advance (eg. new customers 
taking out tenancies paying 
rent in advance).

Expenditure Our income paid for:

• £6m of repairs and maintenance to  
our customers’ homes.

• £6.9m on services provided and other 
running costs, including staffing.

Surplus After-interest, we had a 
cash surplus of £13.8m to reinvest

We used this alongside other available 
funds (loans and grants) to build more 
affordable homes. 

Investments We invested £21.6m in 2020-21 
to deliver 130 more homes.
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Always improving 

When the pandemic struck, we were able to react quickly because we had 
already invested in equipment to enable our staff to work agilely.

Our priority this year has been to offer services online to customers wherever 
possible to ensure services could continue running smoothly. This included 
making our sign-up for new tenancies and pre-tenancy workshops virtual. This 
work has been successful and we will continue to build on this.

We have also moved forward with some major improvements:

• New website: launched at the end of last year, we’ve continued to 
improve our website to enable customers to find information about their 
home and our services.

• New telephone and communications system: introduced in November 
to improve how we can take calls while working remotely and provide a 
smoother experience for customers.

• Live chat: launched in November, this gives customers the chance to 
chat online with our advisors. We later introduced a chatbot which gives 
automated responses to the most common queries, while continuing to 
offer customers opportunity to chat with us online. 

• New back-office systems: our new housing management system went live 
in February and this was a major milestone for us. As well as improving how 
we work, this has enabled us to use text messaging to contact customers for 
things like repairs bookings and reminders, instead of letters/ phone calls.

We experienced delays in launching our new customer portal on our website 
due to technical issues, but this will go live in 2021-22. The portal will enable 
customers to log into a personalised account to check their rent balance and 
payment history and view their basic tenancy details initially, with further 
online services added over time.

Customer contact 2020-21

Customer telephone calls 58,655

Average time taken to answer calls 75 seconds

Digital contact
12.5k emails

2.7k web forms

 Head of Projects, Harpreet Chander 
working remotely

Harpreet Chander, our Head of Projects, says: 

“We’ve made some great progress over the past 12 months, learning and 
adapting quickly to the pandemic and its impact on our services. We’ve 
successfully modernised and digitalised our business to give customers more 
opportunities to interact with us online and will continue to move forward with 
these improvements over the next year.” 

Invested in new systems and  
business improvement infrastructure.£1m
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Looking to the future
Our offices remain closed to customers (summer 2021). We’ve partially re-opened for a 
small number of staff, but we are continuing to facilitate agile working.

The past year has proven that we can do this 
while continuing to provide high-quality services, 
run our business efficiently and maintain high 
customer satisfaction rates. We will closely 
monitor our delivery and satisfaction performance 
against set measures over the coming year.

We’ve approved our new Corporate Plan  
2021-24 setting out headline objectives for 
the next three years, with a new focus on 
sustainability and reducing our environmental 
impact. Our five key priorities are:

1. Delivering for our customers

2. Sustainability and reducing our environmental 
impact

3. Developing our people

4. Growing the business

5. Building further financial strength

Over the coming year

We’ll continue to provide a high-quality repairs 
and maintenance service to keep existing 
homes to a high standard, meeting Government 
standards on safety. We’ll also: 

• Launch our new-look customer portal enabling 
customers to view their rent payments, 
balance, and basic tenancy information online, 
and progress further improvements. 

• Identify future business improvement 
opportunities to further develop our digital 
offering so customers can contact and engage 
with us in ways they want and expect.

• Continue work to provide more new homes 
with developments in Bampton, Carterton, 
North Leigh and Witney (West Oxfordshire) 
and Gloucester and Swindon.

• Complete redevelopment of two of our 
former schemes in Carterton and Bampton 
into 49 flats for social rent, and progress 
with proposals for two other schemes in 
Woodstock and Witney, working closely with 
the remaining few customers.  

• Look at ways to reduce our impact on the 
environment, including installing rapid 
charging electric vehicle points in three of our 
new developments.

Longer-term

Our Investment Strategy sets out plans for 
future growth within our tight geographical area 
to enable us to be efficient and effective when 
managing, repairing, maintaining or checking the 
safety of our homes.

We set this 10-year strategy at the start of 2020 
and it’s been affected by the pandemic, but our 
goals are to:

• Invest more than £330 million to double our 
homes to 10,000, using existing partnerships 
and developing new ones to support this; and

• Invest around £85 million in our existing homes 
and maintain their quality, safety and energy 
efficiency in line with Government standards.

 Cottsway homes and staff
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Get in touch 

If you’re a customer who would like to get involved or you have any ideas about how Cottsway can 
improve, or you’re a business interested in working with us, we would love to hear from you!

Follow us on:  
Twitter, Facebook and YouTube

Cottsway House
Heynes Place
Avenue Two
Witney
Oxfordshire OX28 4YG

www.cottsway.co.uk

E: contact@cottsway.co.uk
T: 01993 890000


