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Hastings Emergency Action Response Team (HEART) was founded in March 2020 to
assist people cope with the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and manage to stay
healthy and well throughout prolonged periods of national lockdown.

As the pandemic eased, the organisation recognised that many of the most
vulnerable in our community continued to experience considerable hardship and
that much of the work the organisation had been undertaking throughout the
pandemic was still much needed. 

Since then, the organisation has grown considerably, both in terms of the range of
services we provide, and in the scale of the numbers of people we support each
year. Further, to aid this growth, in 2023 we became a Charitable Incorporated
Organisation registered with the Charity Commission no.1201825 in recognition of
the work we and our volunteers undertake in the community. 

This year, we have built on the work of previous years, refining and focusing our 
services on areas where we truly feel we can have the greatest impact. 

Hastings and St.Leonards experience widespread poverty and deprivation
This report shows the profound impact we had in helping people in need over
the last year, all thanks to supporters like you

Hastings Emergency Action Response Team

Welcome



With the country still reeling from a pandemic, years of austerity and now, a cost-of-
living crisis, belts are tighter than ever. All three hit Hastings hard.

The impact has meant the demand for the kind of support HEART provides has never
been higher. At the same time, the challenge to secure funds to provide that support
has never been greater.
Thus far, the Charity has weathered the storm. But with costs rising all the time, we
are constantly having to come up with new ways to finance the organisation to
support the community’s growing needs.

In late 2023, the National Lottery Communities Fund awarded HEART a significant
development grant to enable us to transform the Charity into the organisation it is
today. Based on a detailed action plan, it has helped strengthen the organisation in its
working practices, helped developed its capacity, and generated the awareness we
needed to sustain our work and grow the support we provide.

Our Community Info Hub in Hastings Town Hall has become a key asset for the town,
providing a free, drop-in support and information service for anyone seeking help
with debts, housing issues, health challenges, digital challenges, social or legal
problems and much more. We’ve been delighted as more and more partner
organisations have joined us there, helping us realise the vision of a multi-service hub
for all the community.

We continue to provide our other services too, transporting hundreds of people each
year to urgent NHS appointments, carrying out shopping trips for people who can’t
get out, or need assistance with finding help and support from other organisations.

With your support, we will continue to grow and help even more people in our
community to overcome the challenges they face.

A year of
transformation

Lorraine Roberts
Chair of Trustees



We are an apolitical charity that works hard to be  accessible to all members
of the community that may need our support or want to volunteer. Making
sure our core values of inclusivity run through everything we do - how we
communicate, our volunteer guidelines, help-request form, call-back phone
line and website.

Everyone involved, from our Trustees, our management team, our staff and,
most importantly, our volunteers are drawn from the very community we
seek to support – we live their challenges and understand the difficulties so
many in our community face. 

Where support already exists, we will help people access it.  Where it doesn’t,
we collaborate with partners to create new services.

We have been heartened by the continued support we have received from so
many individuals, funding bodies and partner organisations who recognise
the importance of what we do. 

We know many challenges lie ahead, both for our community and for our
organisation. We also know that by working together we can find solutions
that make us more resilient and sustainable with better outcomes for our
beneficiaries.

Hastings

Working together
for everyone
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The Hub opened in October 2022 intially as a three-month Pilot
project after in-depth research into the low take-up of Covid-19
vaccinations in Hastings. This revealed a broad range of other issues
affecting the health and wellbeing of people in the town, from being
able to access financial advice, coping with stress or mental health
issues, to getting back into exercise or seeing friends.

At the same time, many support services had either been forced, or
had for other reasons decided to close offices and provide access
online to people needing help, advice or information. 

The trouble was people didn’t know where to go.

Today, the Community Info Hub has firmly established itself as the
one of the main first points of contact for anyone seeking help or
support in the town.

Based in Hastings Town Hall it offers a central, accessible and
welcoming drop-in service for thousands of people every year,
whether they are visitors simply seeking information about where to
go or what to do, people needing help to get online or make new
connections in the town, right through to people experiencing
significant challenges with health, benefits, finances or legal issues.

And it does so at scale. This year, some 2320 enquiries have been
managed at the Hub, with one in six taking up to an hour to resolve
and one in 20 taking up to two.

Moreover, the numbers are going up every month. 2023/24 saw an
18% increase in enquiries year-on-year. 

Yet every visitor receives the same response – no need for an
appointment, a friendly ear to listen to people’s challenges, and a
thoughtful and caring approach to finding a solution specific to each
person’s request.

By keeping track of every enquiry made at the Hub, Heart can also
identify trends in the type of issues people are facing in the town. 

2320 
Action

visitors
this year
so far

The
Community
Info Hub



Perhaps not surprisingly, the biggest area where people are needing support is
with money matters – with one in every four enquiries in 2023/24 seeking
information or support with managing debts, energy bills, pensions or benefits. 

But other fields are just as significant, with one in every five enquiries being
about transport, applying for bus passes, taxi licenses or accessing Heart’s own
key service providing free transport for people struggling to get to urgent NHS
appointments.

Unfortunately, this year has seen a significant increase in the numbers of
people experiencing challenges with housing, some 18% in all, whether dealing
with issues with their existing social or private landlords or facing eviction
notices and needing to get on the housing register to keep a roof over their
heads. 

But it is in enabling people to be more digitally included where the Hub really
takes a lead.

As more and more services go online, and the world moves truly into a digital
age, huge numbers are left behind whether because they can’t afford the
equipment to get online or – more commonly – they lack the skills or
confidence to access the internet without a bit of help. 

Today, 3 in every five enquiries require digital help – some 834 people in total
in 2023/24. Each one sees our Hub advisors help people get online, taking
them step-by-step through the processes involved, either by using a visitor’s
own smartphone or tablet or turning the laptop round to show them how to
find information, fill in a form, or learn how to manage online at home.

Action

visits
require
digital help3 in 5



It also involves helping people by making referrals to those
services, either by contacting them direct, filling in a form,
providing them with a leaflet or printing off information for them
to read at home.

As awareness of the Hub has grown, so too have the number of
organisations referring for people to the Hub to get the help or
support they might need. Of these, by far the most significant is
the town’s own local authority, Hastings Borough Council.
Whether it be help with registering with the Council’s online
service portal, filling in a council tax exemption or reduction
form, or applying for social housing, the Hub is 
increasingly providing a key support service for a local authority
itself struggling to meet the demands placed upon it.

Others now recognise the Hub support’s offer. Citizens Advice,
Adult Social Care, the Hastings Advice & Resource Centre, Orbit
and Southern Housing Associations and the NHS Social
Prescribing teams – all now regularly refer people to visit the
Hub to talk to our advisors and get the help they need, whatever
their particular challenge may be. 

We know it works. While many visitors might just be passing and
thought they’d drop in, today nearly a third of people using the
Hub have been before, either because they still need help with
the challenge they might be having, or because they have a new
issue to resolve.

Helping people locate and access the services they may need, or
supporting them because they’ve been told to visit the Hub to get
the support they require means working with a huge range of
service partners.

Not only does the Hub display leaflets and information from a
comprehensive spectrum of organisations, our desk advisors and
volunteers are trained in knowing precisely which organisation
offers what kind of service, whom it is aimed at, and how people can
access it.

Response



Central to the philosophy of the Community Info Hub is the concept that
people can access all sorts of different help from one place. In 2023/24, we’ve
been delighted to see this truly become a reality.

From its launch, people needing help with their health challenges has been a
key feature of the Hub’s work. Even though the Hub was forced to close for a
period (see below)199 people received support from our partners One You
East Sussex in 2023/24, accessing everything from weight loss clinics, stop
smoking help, controlling their alcohol intake and free NHS health checks

Response

Developing a
multi service hub

In April, the Hastings Library of Things moved to the
Hub too. With a growing membership base, this popular
service has over 100 items of equipment to borrow, use
and return to be used again, including power tools,
hand tools, kids fancy dress, camping gear, wheelchairs,
folding tables and even a chocolate fountain! On
Fridays, its parent organisation, Umbrella Sussex, also
runs “Make and Mend”, where people can bring along a
loved, if tired item to get help with repairing it, from
teddies to backpacks.

In May, national charity Macmillan
Cancer Support opened a new
Community Information Service Hub in
the facility – the first of its kind in the
country. 
With a host of information leaflets and
trained volunteer help, the service is
aimed to help anyone affected by
cancer in Hastings to meet someone
face to face to talk about their
concerns and find the right kind of
support they might need – locally or
nationally   across the huge Macmillan
support network.



A Band of Brothers is an award-wining charity helping young men grow
and develop, matching mentors with young men in the community to
consider and move towards the adult man they wish to be. With locations
across the country, they now use the Info Hub as a relaxed, informal
space for mentors to meet the young men they are seeking to support,
brokering those all-important first discussions in their journeys.

Heart has worked closely with Citizens Advice 1066 since it launched, and
we particularly appreciate all the support they have given us over the
years. However, the growing number of referrals the Hub was making to
the organisation for people seeking advice and help on everything from
benefits to legals issues has now led them to placing an advisor at the
Hub to meet and talk with clients face-to-face, and cope with the growing
demand for this key service in the town.

2024 will also be the third year Heart has collaborated with Citizens Advice
in rolling out its winter pressures initiative to help people cope with
energy bills and the cost-of-living crisis. Its “keep warm and well”
campaign provides a range of support for people struggling to pay bills
and the Hub recently hosted a special Energy Day to train key workers and
let the public learn more about the support available. 

 training
days with
partners

Response
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The Hub’s central location, its accessibility and its flexible spaces lend
themselves to holding community events also, and 2023/24 saw over
500 people attending the various events staged. 

From its official launch in October 23, the facility also hosted the
‘Kickstart 2024’ event for Orbit Housing bringing together a wide
range of social housing and support organisations, the ‘Hastings is no 
place for hate’ event which saw over 200 people attending to meet
groups supporting Hastings’ LGBTQ+ community and the Heart Xmas
Fayre where charities and not-for profit groups were invited to come
along for some festive fun, tell people about what they do and raise
money in the process.

Action

Events and the
training room

The training room has also hosted the town’s Community
Response Hub meetings, training for minority ethnic carers, the
local Food Network and a series of week-long training courses
for the unemployed to acquire all-important online skills to
equip them for work, led by the DWP.

In October 23, Heart’s partner the Eastbourne-based Tech
Resort held two highly popular free coding sessions for
young people to learn how to programme and run Lego
robots in half term-time.

The Hub’s facilities also provide an
ideal location for community meetings
and a growing range of training
activities, whether in the main hub
room, its private consultation rooms
or its fully equipped training room
which hosted 357 training days in
2023/24.



From its early days, Heart’s community support has depended hugely
on the incredible work of its volunteers.

Whether providing vital extra capacity at the Community Info Hub or
working out in the community to help people struggling across the
town, it is the work of volunteers which has made Heart what it is
today. We, and many in the community, owe them a debt of gratitude.

2023/24 saw over 1400 hours of volunteer work undertaken at the Info
Hub alone, 498 separate assignments undertaken in the community –
rom shopping to collecting medications – as well as twenty events held
for Heart’s “Get Chatting” meetings where people experiencing
loneliness and isolation would be transported to the events by
volunteers and then taken back home afterwards.

Team

Our Amazing
Volunteers

164 of those assignments involved transporting people free of charge
to urgent NHS appointments – people without transport for whom,
without help, might miss a key appointment for their health and
wellbeing and which, for the NHS, would cost thousands in missed
appointments.

The service, known as ‘Road Runners’, can make a critical difference
in people’s lives. For example, local treatment for 
people suffering from glaucoma, cataracts or macular degeneration
is carried out in nearby Bexhill. However, getting there can mean four
separate journeys on public transport if you live in Hastings, two of
them frequently after short-term sight-impairing treatment. Heart
volunteers take people door-to-door, making sure they get there on
time and back home safely, all free of charge.

Sometimes, we’re able to recognise their support, recommending
them as Volunteers of the Year for awards from the town’s Voluntary
& Community Service Organisation, Hastings Voluntary Action. But
we owe them all a fantastic thank you: without their time, dedication
and willingness to help, Heart simply couldn’t exist.

assignments
out in the
community498



When a major water main burst in May 2024, 31,000 properties in Hastings
saw their water supply cut off for days. Worse, the issue occurred over one of
the busiest weekends of the year for the town – the annual Mayday Bank
Holiday motorcycle run and the popular Jack in the Green festival, attracting
thousands of visitors to the town.

Within hours, Heart had sprung into action, deploying volunteers to help out
at Southern Water distribution points handing out hundreds of bottles of
water to queuing motorists. 

The year saw multiple emergencies, with the town centre flooding for the
second time in October 2023, causing shops, roads and railways to close,
houses to be evacuated and Heart’s own Community Info Hub to shut its
doors due to the inundation. 

As a result, the charity has set up a dedicated Emergency Responders team
with support from the Sussex Community Resilience Fund – volunteers willing
to be called on to help the emergency services with evacuations, handing out
food and blankets at evacuation centres, information to the community and
follow-up support to victims to help them get back on their feet.

Emergency

Responding to
emergencies



Focusing on health
and wellbeing 

Borcelle

For an organisation set up to support people in a
pandemic, it’s no surprise that Heart continues to help
wherever it can to improve the health and wellbeing of our
community.

In addition to our collaboration with partners like One You
East Sussex and Macmillan Cancer Support at the Info Hub,
2023/24 saw the charity deliver three further programmes
to help people live healthier, happier lives.

The Core20Plus5 programme is a national NHS initiative
that aims to reduce health inequalities focused on the 20%
of the population with the highest socioeconomic
inequality, the groups that experience poorer access and
outcomes most (particularly coastal communities) and in
the five key clinical areas most 
likely to reduce life expectancy, including cancer,
respiratory diseases mental health and hypertension. 

In June 2023, we reported on a major study the charity
had been commissioned to undertake for the new NHS
Sussex Integrated Care Board. The study involved 200
participants from diverse parts of the community to help
identify key influences in healthy lifestyle decision-making
and some of the inequalities and barriers they may face.

The results were profound, revealing that while many do
not report any particular barrier to engaging with
healthcare provision, a significant majority still do.

Heart has helped deliver the programme through
our Community Info Hub, and the results can be
profound, as detailed in the case study described
on the next page.

Face to face services

More services in my local area

Regular NHS health checks

More information57%

33%

Access to appointments

Transport
Fun activities and social events

33.2%

31%

18%

10%

4% 2 1

"What would make you more likely to access
services and think about your health?"

Response



Core20Plus5 Case Study – Josh, 40 years old 

In his first visit to the Community Info Hub, Josh sat down with one of our Volunteer Connectors and talked about the financial and housing
issues he had been struggling with and the stress of living in temporary accommodation. He was told about CAB, HARC, and the benefit calculator
available online – which he could try using on one of the Hub computers. He quickly realised the Hub is a welcome, friendly space where he could

chat openly and have a cup of tea.

The next time he came in he had no food or money for the weekend and was in the process of arranging a food bank voucher through Hastings
Borough Council. The Connector contacted one of HEART’s volunteer drivers who agreed to pick up and deliver the food parcel that day. He also

started opening up about his debts and was put in touch with CAP and CA1066 for financial advice.

The stress had taken a toll on Josh’s mental health and it was clear that he was struggling. He was receiving counselling through Health in Mind
but wasn’t sure he could continue since they were changing location. The Connector discussed other options like free counselling through

Counselling Plus or paid for sessions with Hastings Therapy Centre.

At his next visit, Josh shared the good news he’s likely to get a flat through social housing very soon (after being on the waiting list for 5years!). He
was still worried he wouldn’t get it due to his debts, and wanted to see if anyone could help him to prepare for the call to talk about his finances

so he was then given the contact details for BHT Hastings Advice Centre for free legal housing advice. It seemed very much like Josh was turning a
new leaf in his life, trying to get help where available. 

Josh came a few more times, just to hide from the rain or to sit there for a bit while waiting to meet his friend. It shows how safe and well-treated
he felt at the Hub, which can be hugely important for persons living in temporary accommodation, struggling with their mental health and not

always feeling secure.

Core20Plus5  Case Study – Josh 40 years old 

On his first visit to the Community Info Hub, Josh sat down and talked about the financial and housing issues he had
been struggling with and the stress of living in temporary accommodation. He was told about CA1066, HARC, and the
benefit calculator available online which he could try using on one of the Hub computers. He quickly realised the Hub
is a welcome, friendly space where he could chat openly and have a cup of tea.

The next time he came in he had no food or money for the weekend and was in the process of arranging a food bank
voucher through Hastings Borough Council. We arranged for one of HEART’s volunteer drivers who agreed to pick up
and deliver the food parcel that day. He also started opening up about his debts and was put in touch with CAP and
CA1066 for financial advice.

The stress had taken a toll on Josh’s mental health and it was clear that he was struggling. He was receiving
counselling through Health in Mind but wasn’t sure he could continue since they were changing location. So we
discussed other options like free counselling through Counselling Plus or paid for sessions with Hastings Therapy
Centre.

At his next visit, Josh shared the good news he’s likely to get a flat through social housing very soon (after being on
the waiting list for 5years!). He was still worried he wouldn’t get it due to his debts, and wanted to see if anyone could
help him to prepare for the call to talk about his finances so he was then given the contact details for BHT Hastings
Advice Centre for free legal housing advice. It seemed very much like Josh was turning a new leaf in his life, trying to
get help where available. 

Josh came a few more times, just to hide from the rain or to sit there for a bit while waiting to meet his friend. It
shows how safe and well-treated he felt at the Hub, which can be hugely important for persons living in temporary
accommodation, struggling with their mental health and not always feeling secure.



Throughout much of the year, Heart also ran its popular Chatty Café
events to help people experiencing loneliness and/or isolation meet up
every fortnight in a local café to make new friends and re-build the kind of
social networks so many of us take for granted.

Over 200 people attended the year’s 20 café events staged during the year
with many attendees being helped to get there by heart volunteer drivers.

Men’s health is also a key field where Heart gets stuck in and 2023/24 was
no different. 

In November, Heart co-founder Alastair Fairley teamed up with Hastings
Chamber of Commerce to raise over £700 for the annual Movember
men’s health charity by getting sponsorship to grow moustaches in the
month. Alastair also went out on the road to promote awareness of male
cancers, reaching over 2000 people in the town with stalls at Hastings
United FC, quiz nights and other events

The charity also collaborates with the Mr.Hastings & St.Leonards Project
hosted by Hastings Voluntary Action founded to address the issue locally
that men in the town’s most socially deprived areas are expected to live
over 11 years shorter than men in more affluent areas. 

The Project bases its work on the belief that men in Hastings &
St.Leonards will be healthier, happier and live longer if they are in strong,
supportive and well-connected communities, and supports men to get
together and talk about what matters to them. 

Action220 Chatty
Cafe
attendees



A big heart but a small team
Kim Batty is one of Heart’s co-founders and its
principal co-ordinator. Kim now also chairs the
town’s Community Response Hub meetings and is
a key member of the Hastings Community
Network Executive which brings together
organisations from all over Hastings to enable
communications between the voluntary and
community sector and who make decisions locally.

Alastair Fairley co-founded Heart with Kim
and is now its fundraising and finance lead.
A writer and journalist, Alastair is an
experienced fundraiser and former member
of the SE regional committee of the Heritage
Lottery Fund.

Liz Johnson a former system’s analyst is
Heart’s information technology specialist.
After running a successful ski transfer
business in France, Liz now uses her tech
experience to keep Heart’s databases and
financial systems in tip-top order.

Laura Matthews is Heart’s Volunteer
Network Co-ordinator. A successful TV, film
and theatre actress, Laura brings her bubbly
personality to the fore when matching
Heart’s amazing volunteer team to support
people in the community.

Maria Piechocka is Heart’s Community Info
Hub Manager. A multi-linguist she is also a
qualified practising therapist, and has been
a driving force in making the Info Hub the
welcoming, yet highly professional initiative
it is today.

Katrina Palumbo is Heart’s latest addition to
the team. Working at the Community Info
Hub as a Desk Advisor, Katrina’s welcoming
smile and easy manner is matched by a
professional, caring approach to helping
clients visiting the Hub find precisely the
support or information they need. 

Team






































