
108 109

Charity 
begins  

at

RHM273.lifestyle_advice.indd   108RHM273.lifestyle_advice.indd   108 12/11/2021   13:2412/11/2021   13:24



RE
A
LH

O
M
ES
.C
O
M

N
EX

T 
M

O
N

TH
: W

H
Y 

A
RE

 W
E 

SO
 N

O
ST

A
LG

IC
 F

O
R 

RE
TR

O
 IN

TE
RI

O
RS

?

108 109

IM
AG

E 
G

ET
T

Y

 If you’re declu! ering in January, the preloved contents of 
your home could give a big boost to someone in need. Jennifer 

Morgan looks at how you can help out by cleaning house

Ah, the great home clear-out. 
It happens every January – 
the time when people set New 
Year’s resolutions to tidy up 

and declutter, rejig furniture while fi nding 
homes for those new Christmas presents 
and impulsive sale purchases. Charity shops, 
Ebay, Facebook and local organisations 
become a hive of activity, as ‘one man’s 
trash’ becomes ‘another man’s treasure’. 
But there’s more you can do (and so much 
more to your donations) than you might 
have fi rst thought to help those in need, 
as you dropped o!  multiple bags at your 
local charity shop’s door.

We’re not suggesting you start your 
own version of DIY SOS (although do keep 
your eye on its Twitter feed for help needed 
in case they’re fi lming nearby in the future), 
but there are other ways to help kit out 
homes for those in need. ‘Start local,’ says 
Emily Wheeler, a social worker, interior 
stylist and founder of Furnishing Futures 
(furnishingfutures.org), which aims to fully 
furnish women’s homes with everything they 
need to create just that – a home. ‘Baby 
banks are always in need of good-quality 
cots, Moses baskets and basic children’s 
items, while lots of charity shops also accept 
furniture and homewares. Try contacting 
local churches, mosques, food banks and 
other community organisations who might 
have members or service users in need of 
particular items you’re giving away.’

Emily started Furnishing Futures after 
meeting women who were being rehoused 
with their children in empty properties after 
fl eeing domestic abuse, or who just couldn’t 
a! ord basic items of furniture. ‘Not many 
people realise that social housing comes 
without even fl ooring, white goods or 
furniture, so they’re just cold, empty boxes,’ 
she explains. ‘We know the impact our homes 
have on our wellbeing, and I realised that 
I could use my skills and contacts in the 
interiors industry to furnish families’ homes 
to a high standard, which would support their 
wellbeing and help break the cycle of poverty. 
I could see enormous waste in the interiors 
industry with people throwing away beautiful 
things all the time and companies discarding 

stock that could no longer be sold. I realised 
I could tackle the issue of furniture poverty 
while reducing landfi ll and create a 
sustainable solution to both problems.’

If you’ve not heard of furniture poverty 
before, Emily explains more: ‘It’s when people 
cannot a! ord or access basic items that most 
of us would take for granted such as a bed, 
sofa, dining table and chairs or even a fridge 
or oven. It’s a problem that a! ects many 
thousands of people in the UK, but it’s not 
widely talked about and, of course, it’s hidden 
behind closed doors, so you wouldn’t ever 
know that someone was experiencing it 
unless you went to their home. Living without 
furniture causes enormous stress and takes 
its toll mentally and physically. People can’t 
sleep well without a proper bed to sleep in, 
so they’re tired at work or at school; you 
can’t have friends over for a meal or to 
socialise and you can never relax. It can 
be extremely depressing for people and 
impacts all other areas of their lives.’

Emily combines interior design work 
with social work. ‘I work alongside the women 
to create nurturing and beautiful homes 
for them and their children by giving them 
furniture, kitchenware, bedlinen, plants 
and artwork,’ she says. ‘It’s important that 
the work is rooted in social work skills and 
values, because this is a vulnerable group 
of families so in that sense it is very di! erent 
to mainstream interior design.’ The other 
key di! erence is that Emily gives them 
everything for free; many furniture projects 
charge for furniture, and even if it’s cheap, 
it’s still beyond the means of families who 
are struggling fi nancially. ‘These families 
also might not have access to second-hand 
furniture through websites because they 
can’t a! ord the internet or don’t have a car 
to pick it up,’ she adds. ‘It’s been one of the 
hardest things I’ve ever done getting it o!  
the ground, and we still don’t have any proper 
premises, which is a challenge, but I’ve had 
amazing support as a small start-up from 
brands and loyal supporters and we’re now 
registered as a proper charity.’ Emily is 
currently fundraising to cover the cost of 
the storage unit needed and transport for 
moving items around, with plans for a shop 
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or warehouse one day as well as expanding 
across the country. 

One charity with a growing presence  
on our high streets across the UK, with 28 
communities, is Emmaus (emmaus.org.uk). 
The charity started in France in 1949, opening 
its first ‘community’ in Cambridge 30 years 
ago, and now o!ers more than 850 rooms 
across the country. Its shops are a treasure 
trove, o!ering everything from furniture  
to clothing. ‘As well as o!ering a solution  
to homelessness, Emmaus also focuses on 
reusing, recycling and upcycling. We try to 
divert as much as we can from landfill, and 
many of our companions are trained in 
repairing preloved items or giving them  
a new lease of life, ready to sell on to help  
fund the charity,’ says Chloe Bicknell, the 
charity’s communications assistant. 

Graham Haynes, operations manager  
for Emmaus Cambridge, reveals more: ‘We  
save around 2,118 tonnes from landfill each 

year, but it’s a big process. From accepting 
donations to sorting, preparing for sale to the 
actual selling and then even delivering, there’s 
so much that goes into dealing with donations. 
We have a stall once a week in Ely Market, we 
sell on Ebay and we have an ecommerce site as 
well as our shop.’ Emmaus tries to get the most 
it can for an item; ‘although, of course, things 
fall through the gaps, and you can still find a 
bargain! Take clothing – jeans, irrespective  
of brand, are all a fiver a pair,’ says Graham. 
‘There are 44 guys who make up the 
Cambridge community. They live, work and 
eat together.’ It’s part of what makes Emmaus 
such a special charity. ‘Everyone knows 
Emmaus in Cambridge – that’s why we’re so 
successful. If you have something to get rid  
of, it comes here.’ Graham’s also quick to 
praise the many volunteers that also help.  
‘We couldn’t manage without them.’

Another favourite on the high street, the 
British Heart Foundation (bhf.org.uk), expects 
to sell over half a million pieces of living room 
furniture, including 250,000 sofas and over 
3.5 million home accessories in 2021. ‘We are 
the biggest high street retailers of preowned 
electrical goods in the UK, selling over 40,000 
TVs on average each year,’ says Allison 
Swaine-Hughes, the charity’s retail director. 
’We love to receive preloved electronic goods, 

such as TVs, washing machines, fridges, 
consoles, tablets and laptops that are  
in good working condition. We check 
these items against a product recall list 
and put them through function testing 
and PAT (Portable Appliance Testing)  
to ensure they’re safe to use and fit for 
purpose. Any high value items or unique 
pieces are sent to our Ebay shop, where  
our experts will wipe any devices before  
listing them on the auction site.

‘We’re hugely grateful for good quality 
donations big or small,’ Allison adds. ‘Our 
charity shops run purely on the support of  
the public, which is why we never take for 
granted a record, camera or sofa that’s 
donated to us.’ Allison’s advice when 
donating? ‘Check our website for what  
items we accept or call your local  
shop. Make sure any items you 
donate are in a good and sellable 
condition, as they provide 

much-needed stock for our shops and 
help raise money for research into 
heart and circulatory diseases.’

The BHF is lucky to be able  
to rotate stock across its large network 
of homes stores, with 190 in total; it also 
has 712 shops nationwide and an Ebay 
store. ‘We also work directly with several 
councils, housing associations and smaller 
charities nationally,’ says Allison. There are 
many ways you can support such charities: 
yes, donating is the lifeblood of them, but 
you can also volunteer… and, of course, shop.

Interior designer Amy Jones  
(greta-mae.co.uk) loves a good hunt. ‘It’s  
the chance to add something unique to your 
home while also supporting a good cause,’  
she says. ‘They can be a treasure trove of 
retro/vintage items: I’ve sourced mid-century 
bedroom cabinets for £10 each, a Victorian  
washstand and a 1920s wardrobe 
for my house, all from various 
charity shops. I know that I won’t go 
into anyone else’s home and see this 
exact mix of furniture.’

So, make 2022 the year that you  
do your bit for charity. From donating  
to finding out a little more about the  
work local charities do, there’s never  
been a better time to get involved.

 ‘ O U R  C H A R I T Y  S H O P S  R U N  O N  

T H E  P U B L I C ’ S  S U P P O R T ;  W E  N E V E R  

 T A K E  F O R  G R A N T E D  A  R E C O R D ,  

C A M E R A  O R  S O F A  D O N A T E D  T O  U S ’ 
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Ways to 
shop to  

help out
 These lovely pieces can  

 help you give back 

1

2
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Soaps by Arthouse 
Unlimited are 

designed by adults 
with complex neuro- 
diverse and physical 

support needs.
Serendipity triple 
milled soap, £6.75

Purchase from the 
National Theatre shop 

to help provide 
world-class theatre  

for everyone. 
 Freddie Mercury tea 

towel, £12.50

Candle and home 
fragrance product 

maker Wxy donates 
three per cent of its 

profits to Mind.
Bed candle, from £12

Buy from the National 
Trust to  preserve 

nature and history.  
CJ Wildlife Vierno  
seed feeder, £10

Luminary Bakery helps 
women develop their 

employability and 
entrepreneurship.

Rising Hope 
cookbook, £20
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