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Introduction 
 
1 This Forum continued a pattern established in 2024, that the first Forum of the year 
would begin with short presentations by a small number of member organisations about 
their services, but would primarily ensure that there was a significant amount of time made 
available to enable those attending to network with each other.  
 
2 The Forum began with a welcome by Richard Harrison, RAN Chair, and the award 
of the RAN Quality Standard to Patricia Poku on behalf of Reading Voluntary Action. 
 
3 Two RAN member organisations - Reading Voluntary Action, and Refugee Support 
Group - and The Carers Partnership, which brings together four RAN members - Age UK 
Berkshire, Age UK Reading, CommuniCare and Reading Mencap - then gave short 
presentations about their work,  which are summarised below. The presentations they 
used, which give more detailed information, are attached alongside this report. 
 
 A Reading Voluntary Action 
 
4 Rachel Spencer explained that RVA was an infrastructure organisation with four key 
elements to its role: 

• Representation and voice 

• Capacity building 

• Volunteering 

• Partnership and collaboration  
 
5 Representation and voice had for the first time been included in the current 
infrastructure contract with Reading Borough Council and she highlighted several ways in 
which voluntary organisations could get their voices heard by decision-makers and 
funders. RVA’s capacity building work had recently been assessed as ‘Exceeding’ against 
the  Local Infrastructure Quality Accreditation criteria, and was delivered through several 
routes, including their ‘Safe and Sound’ governance framework. Encouraging volunteering 
across the borough was a major part of their work and she gave two examples of their 
work on partnership and collaboration - a recent Community Wellness Outreach project, 
and their Social Prescribing activities. 
 
6 Her colleague, Azra Raja, described RVA’s Inclusion Service’s work with a wide 
range of smaller community and faith groups across Reading, listening to and being their 
voice, aiming to ensure that RVA was representing the whole of Reading’s diverse 
communities. Rachel then concluded the presentation by setting out the different ways that 
organisations could make the most of RVA’s services and activities.  
 
 B Refugee Support Group 
 
7 Najwa Al Abdallah set out the Group’s strategy for the next three years, highlighting six key 
objectives: 



 

 

• Providing legal and holistic advice and support  

• Successfully integrating sanctuary seekers into the local community 

• Supporting refugees to resettle in the region 

• Giving sanctuary seekers access to trauma-informed and culturally sensitive mental 
health services 

• Combatting modern day slavery 

• Helping individuals achieve financial independence and contribute to the local economy  
 
8 She explained how the Group planned to achieve these objectives, and how they would 
aim to measure the impact of their activities, and concluded by announcing that they would be 
reopening the Sanctuary Cafe at RISC on July 29. 
   

 C The Carers Partnership 
 
9 Francesca Yates from CommuniCare explained that the Carers Partnership focused 
on providing support for unpaid carers in Reading and West Berkshire, delivering the 
Councils’ statutory duty through contracts with them. When the Partnership first won the 
contract, in 2023, they inherited a broken system, but over the last three years they have 
developed a system that is working well. 
 
10 A key element in the support is an annual carer’s assessment for all unpaid carers 
over 18 - looking at the impact of their caring on their life and their eligibility for a personal 
budget from the Council for specific things that would help them. They give lots of advice 
to carers on their entitlements, run Carers Groups and develop emergency plans, should 
anything happen to the carer. An element in these emergency plans is a Carers Card, 
which identifies the person as an unpaid carer on whom someone else depends, and gives 
an emergency contact number should it be needed.  
 
11 She didn’t use slides in her presentation, but had some available which are 
attached alongside this report.  
 
Networking 
 
12 After the presentations had concluded, the rest of the Forum was spent networking. 
Seven of the twenty-two RAN members had set up stalls on tables around the Council 
Chamber and there were lots of discussions at these, and more generally,  about current 
services and possible future collaboration.  
 
Richard Harrison - Chair, Reading Advice Network 


