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ABOUT US

HARC – Hastings Advice and 
Representation Centre
HARC is a registered charity providing specialist 
welfare benefit advice and representation to 
people of all ages in East Sussex.

With our free and confidential service 
we aim to address inequalities, relieve 
poverty and improve the quality of life for 
vulnerable and disadvantaged people.

HARC’s team of specialist welfare benefit 
advisors offer an end-to-end confidential and 
impartial support service covering all stages of 
application up to and including appeal tribunal. 
Responding to the needs of individuals and 
tailoring our service we meet those needs with 
face to face, telephone and remote support at a 
range of community venues and home visits. 

HARC is strongly rooted in the community and 
plays an integral role in the local support network. 
This includes running two high street charity 
shops which provide valuable volunteering and 
work experience opportunities for local people.

It is our aim to help bring about a welfare 
system which is fair, accountable and 
recognises the issues of the individual. 

In doing so we actively campaign toward positive 
policy change and provide specialist welfare 
training to ensure everyone working with and for 
the most vulnerable in our society have the tools 
they need to provide the right support.
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Looking back, I see that I ended last year’s report by “thank(ing)  
the staff for their achievements over the year and their commitment  
to providing such an excellent service even in these uncertain times”.  
Little did we then know what lay ahead!

In 2020 Covid has impacted almost every aspect 
of life and certainly HARC has not been spared. 
Once again I wish to thank our Chief Executive 
and all of the staff for reacting speedily to this 
crisis, adjusting working arrangements and 
thereby continuing as far as has been possible  
to provide the vital service that we do, to those 
most in need.

The main change this year has been reactive.  
We have made the office a Covid secure safe 
area and embraced remote working for most 
staff. We were able to improve technological 
capacity and capability with a grant from the 
Sussex Crisis Fund. This enabled us to develop 
a remote advice and support system and more 
importantly, throughout the crisis, maintain our 
helpline and advice service. Despite a reduced 
capacity we have been for the most part able 
to continue to meet demand. Unsurprisingly 
perhaps the nature of queries has changed with 
far more now coming from both the self-employed 
as well as employees who have been impacted 
by the pandemic. Uncertain times continue to lie 
ahead but I believe that our ability to adjust over 
the course of the current year stands us in good 
stead whatever the future may bring.

On other fronts, the charity shops have continued 
to provide an invaluable source of additional 
funding for the centre and adaptations have been 
made there also so that they are safe spaces for 
staff, volunteers and customers alike. Thank you 
to all who have contributed time and effort to this.

A large question mark hung over the CCG 
funding last year. Whilst the longer term still 
remains unknown, funding was extended in the 
spring for a further 12 months and we continue 
to actively pursue other sources of funding. We 
have just begun an exciting new project funded 
by British Gas Energy Trust, in partnership with 
Energise Sussex Coast.

Other areas of concern remain. Inconsistency 
and unfairness in assessments and 
reassessments for Personal Independence 
Payments have attracted national attention for 
some time. We launched the local arm of our 
campaign in the spring. It continues to attract 
support and will be referred to later in this  
report by Mark Webb.

Sadly, Sandra Lewis decided to retire this year 
after 30 years involvement with the centre. She 
was the longest serving member of staff after 
Jacky Everard. Sandra has been an effective and 
committed member of the team searching out 
and pursuing new fundraising opportunities as 
well as raising the profile of HARC and bringing 
more than a touch of class to proceedings! It is 
impossible to measure the positive impact she 
has had over the years and on behalf of HARC I 
extend our thanks. She will be missed. 

As we face 2021 uncertain times continue to lie 
ahead, but we will adapt as best we can. What 
is absolutely certain though is that the need for 
HARC’s services is greater than ever.

Michael Gratton LLB 
Chair

CHAIR’S REPORT
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In the year to the 31st of March 2020...

A total of 13,385 clients  
made contact with HARC

3,344 client contacts were made with  
vulnerable, elderly, disabled or isolated clients 
at surgeries or home visits

712 clients were  
represented at  
review and tribunal...

91% of clients who approached HARC  
received support – those we couldn’t support  
were referred to more appropriate agencies

£4,839,689 was secured in  
previously unclaimed, enhanced or  
reinstated benefits, of which...

...£4,075,172 was secured  
for clients with disabilities and  
long term health issues

In comparison it cost just £546,374 for HARC  
to provide an extensive range of advice and representation 
services comprising face to face advice, telephone and email advice, 
secondary advice to professional colleagues, outreach surgeries, home 
visits, complex caseloads, advocacy and tribunal work.

...669 cases were won –  

that is a 94% success rate

OUR YEAR IN NUMBERS
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DIRECTORS’ REPORT

Some things change and  
some stay the same...
On HARC’s local high street once upon a time 
there was a tea shop. A genteel affair with 
darjeeling served in bone china cups with saucers 
on spindly legged tables with doilies (although I 
can’t quite remember what a doily was..)

A few doors along was a gentleman’s outfitters 
with its faded windows full of herringbone suits, 
bow ties and trilbies. And not far away was a 
corset shop (of all things) with a frightening 
display of stock still manikins strapped into a sort 
of body armour that ladies used to wear.

And the rest of the street was the same – lost 
in time, forgotten and abandoned and all gone 
now. Austerity bites and austerity kills - lives, 
businesses and hopes.

But change does come...

The high street is now a boulevard complete 
with planting, narrowed roadway for traffic and 
widened pavement for strolling, meeting and 

chatting. And new businesses too – pavement 
cafes, arts and craft studios and the type of shop 
that sells either cheap antiques or expensive junk 
(I can never tell which...)

Some things do not change...

We are but human and prone to human ills – out 
of the blue you may become ill, become frail, 
separate from a partner, become lost from family 
and home, lose a job, be struck by grief. And 
where then do you turn to for help?

Well, HARC with almost forty years of local 
service behind it is still plugging away despite 
current restrictions. Just a stone’s throw from 
that high street, open to all and free of charge, 
HARC will argue for the income you are entitled 
to so that you may live with dignity in this ever 
changing town.

Richard Lynch  
on behalf of the HARC Board of Directors
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OUR HELPLINE

All present and correct –  
the impact of Coronavirus on our helpline
HARC provides a benefit advice helpline for 
people living in East Sussex, which in a typical 
year answers about 7,000 telephone calls. On 
average we are usually able to answer calls within 
less than 30 seconds.

In March when Covid hit we needed to change 
how we provided some of our services to keep 
our staff safe and our services running. One of 
the steps we took was allowing staff to work 
from home. 

As an organisation that is used to responding 
quickly to change we recognised the uncertainty 
Covid-19 brought with it. It meant people 
were likely to need our advice more than ever 
particularly as some other service providers had 
temporarily suspended their services altogether. 

We were able to quickly change our helpline 
telephone system so that our staff could take 

and answer calls in their homes. Whilst we 
could not see people face-to-face we were 
able to give benefit advice and resolve the vast 
majority of the issues people faced through our 
telephone service.

We kept our benefit helpline running throughout 
the crisis without any disruptions to the speed 
and quality of service we provided. Many people 
were both surprised and relieved to find us open 
and answering their calls quickly and efficiently 
when they had been experiencing long delays on 
helplines provided by other services.

HARC’s unflinching client centred approach 
meant closing the service was never an option for 
us. The needs of our clients and wider community 
will always be at the heart of everything we do.

Mark Webb  
Specialist Advisor
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BENEFITS TRAINING

As HARC Benefits Trainer I have faced challenges 
this year that are unlike any I have previously seen. 
When lockdown hit we were left wondering how 
we were to continue with our training schedule. 
With changing restrictions in place now and 
probably well into the future and a trainer who by 
her own admission, was a bit of a technophobe, 
relying heavily on her flip chart, it wasn’t going 
to be easy. However, it has turned out to be a 
surprisingly positive experience. I have learned new 
skills and have seen the training scheme’s reach 
extend to new faces across the county.

So what exactly were we up against? Previously 
I would travel fair distances to deliver training 
sessions in person, or individuals would travel to 
us here at Renaissance House. Handouts would 
have been printed on reams of paper and the 
faithful flipchart was used in earnest. Now that my 
traditional tools, transport and venues were not 
available it was hard to see where to start.

I took the plunge – launching myself into the world 
of remote working and networking, taking part in 
meetings and support groups during lockdown 
and trialling a variety of platforms. I wrote new 
training sessions which would lend themselves to 
the remote experience and didn’t rely so much on 
having hard copies. I advertised the new sessions 
to support agencies, in local press and on HARC 
social media, and I waited.

The response was good! There were a lot of 
people who were ready to engage and embark 
on this new journey with me. There were minor 
hitches during the first few sessions, most 
attendees were also new to these platforms so 
we learned together. How do you mute the dog? 
How do you ensure people who join without 
video are still included in the conversation and 
not simply forgotten? A coffee break and a chat 
remained important and helped everyone to stay 
focused during the training itself. As we  
all provide our own refreshments it becomes 
quite competitive!

Word began to travel and I started issuing new 
dates and training topics and take up remains 
high. As well as providing essential up to date 
knowledge for workers and giving them the 
tools they need to maximise the help they can 
offer their clients it has been a great way of 
making new friends – in a time when support 
and kindness has never been so needed.

There is still a long way to go. Reconnecting 
with those who have serious health conditions 
or lack internet access for example is an 
ongoing challenge, but with a bit more creative 
thinking we are definitely well on our way!

Teresa Andrews  
Benefits Trainer

Is there anybody out there? 
Delivering training in lockdown
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A NEED FOR CHANGE

Campaigning for  
a better future
Over the last two years or more an exceptionally 
high number of people have approached HARC 
about the current system of health assessments 
for Personal Independence Payment, Employment 
and Support Allowance and Universal Credit. 
They overwhelmingly express a need for change. 

Many people told us they did not believe they 
were being listened to when they attended face-
to-face appointments as part of the assessment 
process. Most felt they were not being treated 
with dignity and did not recognise themselves 
from the reports written about them. 

Our ongoing campaign seeks support from 
existing and past clients, to petition for change to 
a system that we feel is broken and is not fit for 
purpose. The momentum of the campaign was 
growing at the beginning of this year however 

Covid struck and limited our efforts to fully 
engage with local people. Despite that, we have 
already received many hundreds of expressions 
of support from clients and we have big plans  
to move our campaign on.

Our ultimate aim is to influence change 
with the government for a system that  
is fairer to all. 

A system which listens and enables 
communication instead of shutting it down,  
and ensures clients receive their correct  
benefit entitlement.

Watch this space!

Mark Webb  
Specialist Advisor
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OUR CHARITY SHOPS

HARC on the high street
In the HARC charity shops we are used to 
responding quickly to change and these skills 
have certainly been put to the test this year. 
Lockdown was a difficult time for our staff, 
volunteers and customers. Our shops don’t just 
raise valuable income to support our advice 
services, they provide an essential retail resource 
to those on a low income and those seeking to 
live sustainably. But perhaps most importantly the 
shops provide vital training and work experience 
opportunities to vulnerable people. When we 
went into lockdown the physical focus of that 
warm and supportive community was (albeit 
temporarily) gone. But the spirit of friendship and 
camaraderie remained and as shop managers 
we remained in close contact with all members 
of the team. This enabled us to hit the ground 
running when the shops finally re-opened.

The support from our customers when we 
re-opened was overwhelming. It took careful 
consideration and no small amount of elbow 
grease to get the shop and premises Covid 
secure, and make sure that we were adhering to 
the ever changing restrictions, but our customers 

have shown a positive attitude towards the 
changes. We have a great network of volunteers 
and without their help we wouldn’t be where we 
are now. We are forever grateful for the growing 
support from, not only staff, but our generous 
customers old and new, that not only donate to 
us but also shop with us.

Looking to the future we are always growing and 
seeking new ways to help our shops generate 
much needed funds for the charity. We have 
seen our collection service grow with increased 
bookings which means both shops have 
managed to keep stock levels high. Naturally we 
have concerns about the sustainability of the 
high street and our place within it. But we are 
always on the lookout for ways to reach a bigger 
crowd and now our eBay account has registered 
charity status, we are able to reach out to a larger 
audience and generate more funds for the cause. 

As a team we will continue to face whatever is 
thrown at us. Bring on 2021!

Jackie Workman  
HARC Charity Shop Manager, Queens Road
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Business as usual?
Lorraine Guy has worked for HARC for 
7 years. In the following case study 
she describes some of the additional 
challenges faced by clients and advisors 
during lockdown.

Mrs P called the helpline in April 2020 in the 
middle of the national lockdown. It quickly became 
apparent that she had learning difficulties and 
mental health problems. I managed to piece 
together her situation which was that she turned 
pension age in early January 2020. Her ESA 
had stopped as she needed to claim her State 
Retirement Pension. Housing and Council Tax 
Benefits had also stopped as a result. She didn’t 
know what to do or how to go about accessing 
help. Her only income was DLA of £94 every 
four weeks. Her rent hadn’t been paid for months 
and she was now in arrears. She had received no 
support from statutory agencies and was falling 
through the gaps. Somehow she had made her 
way to our helpline but with the new restrictions 
and her additional communication needs it was 
going to be a difficult case to crack.

Her immediate safety and wellbeing was my 
first concern so I contacted Bexhill foodbank to 
organise food parcels to be delivered to her. I 
tried to claim her State Pension online but we 
couldn’t get past proving her identity, so I had to 
send her forms to sign and return to me. Despite 
remaining in contact with her and trying to 
support her step by step Mrs P felt overwhelmed 
and she did not return the paperwork.

I continued calling and writing to her but she 
was becoming increasingly unwell and felt 
unable to deal with any of the issues she was 
facing. Finally, in July after considerable support 
and encouragement we managed to conduct a 
telephone interview and I made an online claim 
for Housing and Council Tax Benefits on her 
behalf. I contacted her Housing Association 
regarding the arrears and explained the situation 
to them. They agreed to put the impending Court 
eviction proceedings on hold to give me time to 
sort everything out. 

Once again Mrs P seemed to fall off the radar. 
She was unable to deal with the complexity of the 
telephone communications and was not opening 
her post due to increasing anxiety. She needed 
the one thing we couldn’t provide – a face to 
face meeting. Eventually as restrictions eased 
somewhat and Mrs P felt able to engage again we 
arranged for her to come into the office. Her relief 
was palpable. She brought piles of paperwork 
with her as she was unable to determine what 
was important. Everything I needed was there 
and we finally got her State Retirement Pension 
and Pension Credit in payment.

I was able to sort out her Council Tax Reduction 
and request backdated Housing Benefit to when 
it had been stopped in January. Rent arrears 
of £3579 were finally cleared and she was no 
longer facing homelessness.

Normally I would have arranged to visit Mrs P at 
home in April, where I would have had access to 
the documents I needed and forms could have 
been signed. But these are extraordinary times 
and they call for careful and considered support.

When Mrs P contacted our helpline we made a 
commitment to her. HARC would do everything 
within our power to support her until her issues 
were resolved and all benefits were in payment. 
It took a long time but we got there in the end – 
together!

Lorraine Guy  
Specialist Advisor

ACHIEVING TOGETHER
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WHAT OUR CLIENTS SAY...

  I cannot speak highly enough 
of the staff and the advice 
received from the service. 
Also I was made to feel 
relaxed and less worried.

  I believe HARC is like a  
life line to many different 
people. I feel strongly that 
they make a huge difference 
to people’s lives.

  The Advisor explained  
things very clearly so  
I could understand the  
options available.

  Now I can pay for the help  
I need.

  It was more than I expected, 
the lady was down to earth, 
approachable and friendly  
as well as knowing her  
subject very well and being 
totally professional.

  I couldn’t thank Clive and  
the team enough. Everything 
was explained clearly.  
The space was allowed for 
room to prevent discomfort.

  My Advisor was very good,  
I always felt assured  
with everything being 
explained with clarity. I will 
always be grateful for the  
help provided.

  Helping me to receive 
Personal Independence 
Payment means I don’t  
have to worry so much about 
survival. The stress had 
caused a huge decline in  
my health and a relapse of 
one of my conditions.

  Please keep doing what you 
are doing – Kim quite literally 
saved my life. I couldn’t 
fight the system on my own 
because I was so ill.
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2021 is likely to have the odd  
surprise up its sleeve but HARC  
will remain true to form and we will 
adapt and evolve.

There are challenges ahead with the 
continued digital developments to the Welfare 
Benefit claim systems and the Appeals 
process imminent. Our clients often lack the 
technological capability to engage with online 
and remote services and they will need extra 
support to deal with these changes.

This year we have seen an increase in contacts 
from previously employed or self employed 
people who have lost their job or had their 
income drastically reduced due to COVID 19. 
As the impact continues to be felt by all we 
anticipate this particular client group will need 
even more help.

Moving forwards we will continue to develop our 
capacity to deliver digital and remote support 
services, increase our Covid secure face to face 
appointment system and create new and adapted 
referral partnerships with a host of local surgery 
venues aimed at providing access for the most 
vulnerable and marginalised clients.

Contact us if you would like to learn more about 
HARC and our services or want to support the 
work we do.

Email: info@harcuk.com 

Harc advice line: 01424 428375

There are a variety of ways you can support  
our work:

  Volunteering in the shops or office

  Supporting our campaigns

  Donating at Just Giving:  
www.justgiving.com/hastingsarc

LOOKING AHEAD TO 2021 
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SUMMARISED ACCOUNTS

For the year to the 31st of March 2020.  
Taken from the Annual Report.

MONEY IN
Local Authority Grants £52,751

Henry Smith Charity £37,800

Other Income £33,056

Universal Credit Support (Magdalen & Lasher) £29,853

Magdalen and Lasher / Isabel Blackman Foundation £56,397

Charity Shops £97,232

ESBT Benefits Advice Project £229,407

TOTAL £536,496

MONEY OUT
Advice Centre Services £472,969

Charity Shops £69,876

Governance £3,529

TOTAL £546,374
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THANK YOU!

HARC staff, volunteers, clients and the wider community would like to  
extend our sincerest thanks to our supporters this year including:

  Big Lottery Awards for All

  Bryan Holdsworth

  Charlotte Marshall Charitable Trust

  David Woolf

  East Sussex Better Together

  Eastbourne, Hailsham  
and Seaford CCG

  Foreshore Trust

  Hastings and Rother CCG

  Hastings Borough Bonfire Society

  Hastings Borough Council

  Henry Smith Charity

  Isabel Blackman Foundation

  Josie Barnes

  Kenward Pullen (KP computers)

  London Legal Support Trust

  Magdalen & Lasher Charity

  Multiple Sclerosis Society

  Rother District Council

  Silver Lady Fund

  Sussex Community Foundation

  Sussex Masonic Charitable 
Foundation

15HARC ANNUAL REVIEW 2020



HARC
Free Expert Benefits Advice

www.harcuk.com

CONTACT US

Hastings Advice and Representation Centre 

The Advice and Community Hub 

Renaissance House 

London Road 

St Leonards on Sea 

East Sussex 

TN37 6AN

Email: info@harcuk.com

HARC Advice line: 01424 428375

Benefit Helpline: 0333 344 0681

Website: www.harcuk.com

 Hastings Advice & Representation Centre

 InfoHarc

 Donate: www.justgiving.com/hastingsarc

Registered Charity Number 1083566 

Private Limited Company Number 4048683

mailto:info%40harcuk.com?subject=
http://www.harcuk.org/
https://www.facebook.com/harc.charityshop
https://www.justgiving.com/hastingsarc



