Regional RCO Forum Network
Activities report

 Aims:

To support a regional network that brings together members of refugee community organisations in Bradford, Calderdale, Leeds, Kirklees, South Yorkshire and Humberside. 

To build a refugee voice at the regional level. 

To improve services for the sector. 

To increase the capacity of the network to support RCOs and sub regional fora 

To ensure the inclusion, participation and influence of RCO’s into the decision making processes at a local and regional level. 

To advocate on behalf of refugee communities and work with partners and stakeholders at a regional level.
Northern Refugee Centre, Jantela Partnerships (a partnership of 14 agencies in Yorkshire and Humber providing support to refugees and asylum-seekers) and around 70 RCOs around the region have benefitted from administrative support for our regional networking, largely through working on improving our computer network and systems as well as support for events. Good IT systems are crucial in building a regional network and the funding from YHEP has helped bring NRC’s remote access system up to a level where staff and volunteers working in offices around the region can access centralized documents and information systems. Regular team meetings of staff working directly to support RCOs have been held on a monthly basis. These meetings are attended not only by NRC staff supporting the development of RCO Forums in Bradford, Humberside, Kirklees and Doncaster, but also by staff from other agencies, including Leeds Asylum Seekers Support Network, St Augustine’s in Calderdale, Voluntary Action Wakefield, Refugee Council and Refugee Action.

A very successful regional networking event was held in November, attended by around 40 Refugee Community Organisations from around the region. The workshop on how to engage with local authorities was particularly popular. We also involved the Regional Refugee Forum North East, which has been established for longer than any of our Forums and they provided an inspiring presentation that has helped develop our strategic plans. Other workshops included: destitution issues around the region; women’s networking (this has developed into a women’s sub-group in Bradford with plans to expand into a regional network); housing issues facing asylum-seekers and refugees.

Building on from this event and as a direct result of contacts made at the Regional Empowerment Network meetings, we organized a regional conference in Bradford in collaboration with the City of Sanctuary movement on 25th February attended by approximately 150 people, for which we were able to secure additional funding from LGYH and Bradford Council. 

Three Refugee Forums have received direct training to support their members’ development needs.

Events have taken place in Doncaster and Hull with ongoing follow up work being provided by the Take Part Network. The Take Part framework provides a manual for learning providers. It enables them to develop programmes of citizenship learning to help adults gain the knowledge, skills and confidence they need to become empowered as members of their communities.
Contribution to YHEP priorities and outcomes

 Around 70 RCOs have received direct support for their work, including information about how to influence local, regional and national decision making.

Greater community led development through increasing strength of local forums

Met through better IT systems in local offices throughout the region, enabling NRC to share best practice, administrative tasks and information relevant to RCOs more effectively. The number of development workers attending monthly team meetings has increased from 5 to 9, enabling information and training to be disseminated more widely. Regional and local training, networking and conference events have also increased the strength of local forums.

Increased knowledge about what works through evaluations of training and networking events.

All events have been evaluated and lessons have been learnt to enable continuous improvement.

Increased profile for empowerment network with strategic bodies through raising the profile of the regional network and local forums.

Although we have yet to update the NRC website to reflect current levels of activity, many of the Refugee Forums around the region now have their own websites, produce regular newsletters and hold regular information and awareness-raising events. We have now established the need to regional networks on specific issues relating to refugees, asylum-seekers and new migrants, with a strong working relationship developing with regional bodies, such as the Regional Migration Partnership, LGYH, Regional Forum, a developing proposal to build Yorkshire and Humber into a Region of Sanctuary and a programme of regional events linking the sector with relevant local authority officers.

Greater promotion of empowerment best practice through attendance at regional empowerment events and passing that learning on.

Regular attendance at regional empowerment events has been passed on through email networks and workshops around the region. An expanding range of websites and publicity materials also enables learning to be passed on more effectively.

Greater awareness and contribution to empowerment partnership activities through contributions to publications and events.

Articles have been published in regional and national publications such as BME Voice and New Start magazine. A wide range of events have been attended and workshops offered by people involved in the network, such as a consultation event with UKBA, local authority, community sector, university and faith sector events, arts activities and employment related events.

More active involvement in the empowerment partnership through involvement in planning of events.

Taking feedback from the regional network, the Regional Community Development Manager and the Development Co-ordinator for Kirklees have been able to feed this in to future plans.
Profiling best and supporting improved practice

The local forums are now active across 7 local authority areas, with a further one in development, provide opportunities for RCOs to share best practice. Regional networking and a conference have brought this sharing of best practice and information to a new level. There are now plans for regional networks based on specific issues, such as women.

Dissemination of learning
Linking in with LSPs to ensure the inclusion of refugee and asylum-seekers issues, local refugee forums in each area (and new migrant forums in Bradford and Doncaster) are an excellent vehicle for the dissemination of learning.  This is being enhanced by a good IT network enabling staff based in local offices to access high quality information and shared files, email networks, websites, newsletters and training events.

Regional networks development 
Learning from the good practice of networking regionally in the North East, ways of working effectively across the region are now developing in a manner which does not detract from local networking. For instance, a regional networking event was an opportunity for the emerging leadership within the refugee sector to learn from each other and establish networks around particular areas of concern.
Involvement 

Attendance at the Region of Sanctuary event alone reached:

4 community groups in Doncaster; 5 Council members and officers and 23 community groups, one private sector and one university in Bradford; 2 Council members and officers and 9 community groups in Leeds; 1 Council officer and 10 community groups in Kirklees; 8 community groups in Wakefield; 3 community groups in Barnsley; 1 Council officer and 5 community groups in Sheffield;  3 community groups in Calderdale; 6 community groups and 2 health orgs in Hull; 2 North Yorkshire community groups; 16 community organisations with regional structures and 4 regional statutory bodies.

70 RCOs/MCOs x average membership of 5 = 350 refugees/new migrants directly supported.

The Regional Empowerment Partnership is a vital network for developing work at a regional level. 
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