Origins and early development of the Regional Refugee Forum North East   2000 – 2003  
The RRF started as an initiative within the North of England Refugee Service (NERS), the region’s independent advice and support service for asylum seekers and refugees. In 2000, there were 5 existing refuge led community organisations (RCOs) in the region, and about 150 refugees settling in the region each year. NERS knew that once the Government implemented its new Dispersal policy for Asylum Seekers from April 2000, the region would become home to many more refugees from a much greater diversity of countries of origin. These new arrivals would seek to create new groups to support the settlement and integration of the new communities. 

  

In 2000 NERS led a Transnational Project: Hearing the Voice of Refugees in Policy and Practice in the European Union (Jan – Oct 2000) for the European Commission. This project involved 45 refugees from 17 countries of origin, living in the North East, Ireland and Italy, and policy makers from the 3 countries. The findings showed that in order for policy and services to be effective in promoting integration, the evidence of refugees needed to be heard. The RRF grew directly from the findings of this project. 

NERS was committed to supporting the development of the RRF through to independence within 3 years. This work was supported through a grant from the Community Fund.  The two organisations provide a complementary partnership in the region, NERS delivering a wide range of services, including the One Stop Service and the RRF being the independent Collective Consumer Voice. The RRF is also grateful for the support of Simon Underwood, who acted as Independent Adviser to the RRF during its development period.  
During this time the RRF carried out research, including a commission by the Home Office and the region’s Health Services and assisted a further 35 RCOs to establish themselves and support their communities. These RCOs worked collectively to design a unique Constitution and a 3 year Action Plan. 
The Constitution was signed by representatives of 21 RCOs on March 4th 2003, and the first Executive Committee was elected in October that year. 
In July 2004 the Forum became an independent registered charity.
