
1 
 

 

 

Community Hubs in East Sussex –  
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to capture ideas from the East Sussex Voluntary, Community & Social 

Enterprise (VCSE) Alliance that can contribute to the emerging discussions on the future of 

Community Hubs in East Sussex during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.  

 

The background to these Hubs has been documented elsewhere so this paper only provides a very 

brief introduction.  However, they were established to respond in the immediate emergency and 

ensure, at a District and Borough level, people had access to food, pharmacy needs and were not 

socially isolated.  Their success has been in rapidly developing partnership collaboration and linking 

to the upsurge of community and neighbourhood responses. 

 

This paper was presented to the VCSE Alliance group on 28th July 2020 along with the draft terms of 

reference which are being discussed by the Hub working group which currently includes members of 

the Alliance: Healthwatch, Age UK, RVA,HVA, 3VA and SCDA.   There are also on-going discussions 

about how the Hubs will be funded and resourced with significant concerns from the Districts and 

Boroughs and the VCSE. 

 

There is a commitment by Districts and Boroughs and ESCC  to retain the Hubs at least until August 

2020 to allow vulnerable people to continue to be supported and meet the needs of potential 

further local spikes in COVID-19 infections and deaths into the Autumn of 2020. It is less clear what 

will happen to Community Hubs from September 2020. However, they are likely to continue in some 

form until March 2021. There is also widespread interest across public and voluntary agencies in 

exploring the potential role of Hubs in the longer term.  

 

This paper attempts to sketch out a framework of what  the future Hubs may encompass.  

 

This paper draws upon the views of colleagues in the East Sussex voluntary, community and social 

enterprise (VCSE) Alliance and discussions held with local authority and CCG officers.   
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2. Background context of Hubs 

 

Why were Community Hubs set up? 

Community Hubs have been set up in local areas across England since March 2020 to support 

vulnerable people as part of the national response to dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Where are the Community Hubs? 

In East Sussex, Hubs have been established in each of the county districts and boroughs (Eastbourne, 

Hastings, Lewes, Rother and Wealden).  

 

What do Community Hubs do? 

The Hubs support ‘shielded’ and other vulnerable people during the COVID-19 pandemic. The most 

common activity has been ensuring that information, food and medicines are available to vulnerable 

people through a helpline, help with shopping and food parcels. Vulnerable people are also referred 

by them to other services such as mental health, befriending and financial support. 

 

Who is involved in Community Hubs? 

Each of the five Hubs in East Sussex is different but they all involve partnership working between 

East Sussex County Council (ESCC), the relevant district or borough council and local voluntary and 

community organisations (VCOs). Local businesses and the NHS have also been involved. County-

wide VCSE organisations have also linked their services into the Hubs. 

 

Have Community Hubs been successful? 

Hubs were set up at pace in the first weeks of the pandemic. They have supported many vulnerable 

people in challenging circumstances and protected the NHS. Hubs have mobilised many volunteers 

and accelerated integration and partnership working across public, voluntary and private agencies. 

This is a key reason why there is interest in their longer-term future. 

 

It should be acknowledged that the success of Hubs to date has been in dealing with a limited 

number of actions for a relatively small vulnerable population. Hubs have not yet been the subject of 

any independent or objective evaluation involving members of the public.  

 

3. The scope of Community Hubs in East Sussex 

 

ESCC have been leading on reviewing the potential of Hubs going forward with Districts and 

Boroughs, VCSE representatives and NHS. This discussion paper should be reviewed with the latest 

draft of the potential terms of reference emerging from those discussions. 

 

The VCSE Alliance has a role in putting forward a shared view of Hub potential. 

 

This short paper attempts to describe what effective and inclusive Community Hubs might look like 

going forwards. Only a vision and plans that are truly inspirational will capture the imagination and 

energy of a whole community, which should be our aim. 

 

This proposal is not about establishing everything in one go and acknowledges that different Hubs in 

each District and Borough area will choose their own priorities. However, there should be a ‘core 

offer’ for what each hub offers, what outcomes are being pursued and some co-ordination of Hub 

activity county-wide. 
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The current Hubs focus on supporting the most vulnerable people is expected to continue. However, 

the range of vulnerability is currently quite narrow and does not, for example, include young people. 

Looking ahead, Hubs have the potential to include integrated plans and actions that help a wider 

range of vulnerable people recover from the pandemic. This could include support for expected 

increases in mental health problems, social isolation, homelessness and unemployment.   

 

There is also a partnership role in identifying and delivering coordinated preventative services which 

seek to effectively mitigate the escalation of issues by early specialist interventions and addressing 

people’s needs holistically.  For example, the provision of specialist welfare benefits advice to 

prevent indebtedness and address the wider determinants of health and wellbeing.  There has been 

little focussed discussion as yet of the need to include preventative and future cost saving actions 

and services which are essential to sustainability in addressing community needs. 

 

One of the most attractive and impressive  features of Community Hubs is the way they have 

mobilised cross-sector support, collaboration and activity at a rapid pace. To build upon and sustain 

this way of working will need the commitment of all partners to support Hubs as their role evolves 

over time.  The prize is high, holistic and early interventions not only generate better outcomes for 

people but also reduce demand on more expensive and acute services.  

 

Potential thematic headings for Community Hub activity going forwards are described below, they 

are illustrative and impact upon each other cannot all be taken forward at the same pace without 

overloading partners and in some cases without the allocation of specific resources. The proposed 

unifying factor for Hubs is the commitment to support and grow the wellbeing of a whole community 

through a blend of economic, social and environmental actions.  

 

Planning for the future of Hubs needs to engage citizens at an early stage in co-designing solutions to 

vulnerability and the longer-term potential of Hub activity. 

 

4. Vision 

 

• Integrated, holistic services that reduce vulnerability and enable the wellbeing of local 

communities 

• Integration and funding of preventative services 

• Systematic design and delivery of sustainable and evidenced solutions to local health and 

wellbeing needs  

• Inclusive services that reduce inequalities 

 

5. Governance 

 

• Partnership based  

• Transparent and open in all they do 

• Generous Leadership including  enabling the contribution of smaller and neighbourhood 

VCSE organisations 

 

6. Examples and Illustrations of Hub Scope 

 

a) Planning for new COVID Spikes 
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Supporting Public Health plan in localities 

Rapid Mobilisation Plans (volunteers, environmental health, redeployment of resources) 

 

b) Information and Advice 

Provision of services linked to evidenced need 

Referrals to most relevant services with capacity 

Signposting to alternatives 

Funding and provision of specialist support to address financial security including specialist debt, 

welfare benefits and housing support 

 

c) Health and Care  

Integrated Health and Care implementation 

Mental Health parity with physical health 

Prevention and early intervention focus 

 

d) Enterprise and employment 

Business advice and support 

Incubators 

Social Enterprise 

Employability support 

 

e) Environment 

Food partnership activities 

Food security including access to emergency food AND longer term sustainability of affordable food 

sources 

Access to green, open and blue space and health  

Climate Change 

 

f) Equalities 

Women 

BAME 

Disability 

 

g) Children & Young People 

Early years 

Transition 

Youth 

 

h) Housing and Homelessness 

Rough sleeping 

Homelessness 

Temporary Accommodation 

 

 

Contextual Issues 
 

Subsidiarity  
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Identifying which actions are best delivered at Hub level and which are better delivered at more 

local or county/Sussex level 

 

Critical Mass 

The scale of actions should be proportionate to evidenced need in individual Hub localities 

 

Investment 

ESCC have made a commitment to invest in Hubs but details are not yet available. There is also the 

prospect of NHS investment if Hubs can deliver against the objectives of the long-term plan, 

including prevention and early intervention.  

 

Economic development and regeneration strategic Covid recovery plans  will be addressing skills 

development, sustaining and initiating East Sussex business, jobs and growth.  The links to health 

and well being are noted in Team East Sussex recovery plan..  

 

Hubs may also be a focal point to create robust proposals and assist in drawing down external 

investments for integrated partnership working.  

 

The VCSE will need increased investment to enable them to sustain their key role in Hub 

developments, including the mobilisation and support of volunteers. 

 

Austerity/Recession/Savings 

There will be a drive for financial savings from all sides as we come out of the pandemic but also 

increased opportunities to pool budgets and integrate services. 

 

Volunteering 

There is an opportunity for Hubs to be a key part of a rethink on how volunteers are recruited, 

supported and deployed following the magnificent volunteer response to COVID-19 

 

 

Further Information  

East Sussex Voluntary, Community & Social Enterprise (VCSE) Alliance   

East Sussex VCSE Alliance  

 

 

 

 

https://www.escv.org.uk/vcse-alliance/vcse-alliance

