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PREFACE 

It is with a sense of both concern and ~rgency that the 

Council for Social Welfare draws attention to the treatment 

of travelling people - that very small minority of our 

community comprising only 0.5% of the population. 

As a community we have condemned a large section of travellers 

to live on the roadside, because so many of us oppose efforts 

to provide housing and sites for them. 

We have denigrated travellers by implying that providing 

accommodation for them will "lower the social status of the 

residents in an area or devalue their property. 

We have denied them access to public places, and attributed 

unproven criminal activities to them, solely because they are 

travellers. 

The scriptures teach us that love of God cannot be separated 

from love of one's neighbour. The command of Christ to love 

your neighbour as yourself is ignored by many when that 

neighbour might be a traveller. 

Travellers feel deeply the indifference, .suspicion and 

antagonism of the settled community and it pains them to be 

made to feel so rejected and despised in their own country. 

In the midst of this rather depressing picture of community 

indifference, and even hostility, it is most encouraging to 

note that in recent years there has been an increase in the 

number of people who are prepared to work for and with travel

lers, to befriend them, to accept them as neighbours, to speak 



out on their behalf - in effect, to bear witness to Christ's 

command to love one another. 

Furthermore, as a result of these efforts and those of the 

travellers themselves, considerable progress in practical 

terms has been achieved: many travellers now have satisfactory 

accommodation; great strides have been made in the area of 

education and of training; and more travellers are making use 

of a wider range of health services. A particularly hearten

ing advance has been the emergence of very impressive spokes

men and women from among the traveller community. 

The key to further progress is the resolving of the crucial 

accommodation issue. While the preference of the majority of 

travellers is for housing, -a substantial minority - though a 

majority in Dublin and in Northern Ireland - seek the provision 

of properly laid out and serviced sites. 

The Council deplores the continuing delay in providing these 

sites. The usual explanations as to why this is so are no 

longer tenable g~ven the dreadful living conditions of the more 

than 1,400 families still on the roadside. 

Travellers are not without their faults, but much of the 

adverse criticism they receive from the settled community is 

due to the fact that they are not treated fairly .. For 

example, some are seen to drink in public, but they are not 

allowed into bars or public houses; they create rubbish heaps 

in some areas, but then they have not decent serviced sites 

or the normal provision of public amenities. 

We appeal to politicians to fulfil their responsibilities to 

these travellers and not ~o be swayed by the pressure from 

their settled constituents. In particular we urge the newly 



elected councils in both parts of the country to commit 

themselves to pressing forward with programmes of accommodat

ion, especially serviced sites. 

We cannot close our eyes to the continued deprivation of 

travellers or ignore the fact that they also are members of 

our Christian community. As such, they demand our respect 

and our concern. Indeed, they deserve our admiration for the 

extraordinary efforts they make to live with dignity, even 

though deprived of the most basic amenities that the rest of 

the community takes for granted. 

"By what we do or fail to do, we uplift and liberate our 

fellows, spiritually, morally and materially; or we damage, 

degrade and enslave them. We are our brothers' keepers. We 

cannot come to God without the others for they are our 

brothers and he entrusts them to our care." (The Work of 

Justice) 

+ James Kavanagh 

President 
Council for Social Welfare 



T H ET R A VEL LIN G P E 0 P L E 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The traveller population in Ireland consists of about 3,108 

families. Of these about 1,413 live on the roadside - 1,301 

in the Republic and 112 in Northern Ireland. 

Over the past few years the situation of travellers has been 

drawn increasingly to public attention. For example, in both 

the Republic and in Northern Ireland there have been official 

reports examining the needs of travellers and setting out 

policy proposals. There has also been considerable media 

interest in travellers, not merely news coverage of immediate 

events concerning them, but newspaper. articles and television 

programmes which have attempted to examine in some depth 

various aspects of traveller life. In addition, spokespeople 

from among the travellers have tellingly presented the reality 

of their lifestyle, both on television and at public meetings. 

Yet there is still little acknowledgement by settled people 

of the existence, let alone degree, of the social and economic 

deprivation suffered by tr~v~lleis. Everi more importantly, 

there still persists in the settled community widespread 

hostile and rejecting attitudes towards them. 

It seems therefore that the attention that has been given to

date to the circumstances of travellers has not been sufficient 

to make the impact on the settled community that would generate 

the concern and action necessary to respond to their needs. 

It is in recognition of this that the Council has decided to 
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publish this report, which was originally prepared as an 

information document for the Irish Catholic Hierarchy. 

The report sets out to provide an overview of the situation 

of travelling people in both the Republic and Northern 

Ireland. 

It refers to the demographic, social and economic changes that 

have occurred in the traveller community in recent decades. 

It draws attention to the, accommodation, education, health, 

income and employment needs of travellers and discusses 'the 

progress that has been achieved in responding to these needs 

as well as highlighting what remains to be done. 

Finally, and most importantly, the report examines the issue 

of the attitude of settled people towards travellers. In 

considering how changes in attitudes could be effected, the 

Council stresses the onus on those in positions of respons

ibility to provide leadership, and examines in particular the 

role of the Church in relation to this. 
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2. WHO ARE TRAVELLERS? 

Various theor~es have been put forward as to the origins of 

the- travelling people, but study of this question haS not, 

so far, provided any definitive answers. 

Gmelch, for example, suggests that the present travelling 

community is descended from different groups who took to the 

roads at various t~mes during the p~st few hundred years, 

including tradesmen who had to travel in order to earn a 

living; people dispossessed of their homes and holdings by 

persecution or eviction; individual persons or families who 

'dropped out' from settled society " ... due to some personal 

misfortune or indiscretion or who simply chose to live an 

itinerant life. lIl 

Other hypotheses for their origins, noted by McCarthy, are 

that they may be descendants of the travelling bards referred 

to in Irish Literature or of a particular stratum of a caste 

system in pre-Christian Ireland. 2 

Whatever their origins there is no doubt that today travellers 

are a distinct group in our society and are perceived as such 

by the community and by themselves. 

Until the early 1960s it was their nomadic way of life which 

was the most distinctive feature of their lifestyle. Another 

feature was the particular economic function they had in 

catering for the 'occasional' needs of the settled- community 

1. Sharon Gmelch, Tinkers and Travellers: Ireland's Nomads, 
Dublin: O'Brien Press, 1975, p.8. 

2. Patricia McCarthy, Itinerancy and Poverty: A Study in the 
Sub-culture of Poverty, unpublished M.Soc.Sc. thesis, UCD 
1970/71, p.l. 
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in a society that was then predominantly rural. Travellers 

were or ... itinerant tinsmiths, chimney sweeps, pedlars, basket 

and sieve makers, horse and donkey dealers, collectors and 

scavengers, farm labourers, and musicians. None of ·these 

occupations alone was very profitable, but together they 

provided enough food, clothing and cash to meet the needs of 

most families. orl The 'occasional' nature of these activities 

required the travellers to be mobile. 

Beyond their economic interaction, and th~ir begging, travel

lers had little contact with settled people and, in general, 

were feared and distrust~d by them. 

A very important f.eature of traveller life was the role of 

the family group: ties of kinship were strong and extensive 

and among the factors accounting for this were the tradit

ional pattern of arranged marriages within particular family 

groups, and the travellers' isolation from the settled 

community. 

Their health status generally was much poorer than that of 

the rest of the community - evidenced by their high infant 

mortality rate and their low life expectancy. 

Travellers did not participate in the educational and polit

ical institutions of the settled community and only to a 

limited extent were they involved in formal religious activ

ities. They dressed in a distinctiv~ manner and they had a 

language of their own which they especially used in the 

presence of strangers in order to communicate privately with 

one another. 2 

1. Gmelch, op.cit., p.28. 

2. This is known as Shelta: there does not seem to be agree
ment as to its origins, though some suggest that it has 
links with early Irish (see Gmelch, op.cit., pp.12-l4). 
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However, despite the characteristics that were common to 

nearly all travellers, they were not a single homogeneous 

group - for example, there were different social strata among 

them and there was no unified system of control within their 
. 1 communlty .. 

With the onset of the industrialisation and urbanisation of 

Irish society generally, traveller lifestyle underwent very 

marked change. In particular, the mechanisation of agri

cultuie and the drop in population in the countryside removed 

their economic base. As a consequence they began moving into 

cities and towns in search of alternative ways of earning a 

living - as settled people had already done. Further factors 

influencing this trend were their need to be near social 

welfare offices in order to sign on for benefits, and. to be 

near shops - rural depopulation having resulted in the 

closure of many small shops in the countryside. 

Another major change has been the trend towards settlement: 

more than half the travellers in the country now live almost 

permanently in one place, whether in a house or on an author-

ised site. Indeed many of those on unauthorised sites con-

sider these their permanent places of abode, moving only when 

forced to do so, and returning if this proves possible. At 

the same time travelling, whether occasionally or seasonally, 

still remains a feature of the lifestyle of many 'settled' 

travellers, including some of those living in houses. 

Change is evident also in a number of aspects of family life 

among travellers although the central importance of strong 

family and kinship ties remains. The most obvious change is 

in the pattern of marriage: the average age at marriage has 

1. Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, Dublin: Stationery 
Office, 1963, p.37; Cathal Butler, Travelling People in 
Derry and Tyrone, Derry: World Development Group, 1985, 
pp.13-14. 
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risenl and while 'made' marriages continue to be the norm, 

individual wishes are more frequently given consideration 

and free choice of partner can occur. The traditional 

traveller prohibition of social interaction between adoles

cent boys and girls appears to be lessening - for example, 

more and more of them are going to discos and most of the 

training centres for travellers- cater for both sexes. 

They have developed new economic activities such as dealing, 

scrap collecting, tarmacadaming, door-to-door selling of 

agricultural produce etc., to replace the traditional trades 

that have disappeared. Travellers also are acquiring the 

material things that settled people expect to have - radios, 

televisions, modern household equipment, and for some,-of 

course, houses. They also have cars, though more commonly 

they buy vans which they use for commercial purposes. 

Increasingly too travellers, especially the young, dress in 

a manner similar to that of the settled community. 

Their previous minimal involvement in the institutions of 

settled society has also changed: the majority of traveller 

families receive income maintenance payments; there has been 

a very large increase in the number of children attending 

school; a considerable increase in the numbers availing of 

general practitioner and hospital services; and most families 

will, at some stage, have contact with the social work 

service provided £or them by the local authorities. 

A most significant change has been the emergence of articulate 

spokespeople among them and their increasing participation in 

agencies concerned with the welfare of travellers~ They are 

members of the local committees for travelling people and of 

the National Council for Travelling People in which a number 

of them hold positions. Travellers were members of the 

1. The work of the priests appointed by dioceses to have 
special responsibility fQE the pastoral. care of travellers 
has probably been a factor in the raising of the average 
age at marriage. (See Appendix II, p.68.) 
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Government-appointed Review Body and, currently, three of the 

members of the Monitoring Body established by the Government 

in July 1984 are travellers. There is also a Young Travellers' 

Forum and in 1984 a new body, Minceir Misl{, was formed, the 

membership of which is confined to travellers. 

These indicators of change in travellers' traditional lifestyle 

and of their increasing participation in the institutions of 

settled society are creating concern among some travellers that, 

if the process continues, they will become so integrated with 

the settled corrununity that they could lose their identity as a 

group. This has led to emphasis by some of them, and also by 

some members of the settled corrununity concerned with their 

welfare, on the need to preserve 'the traveller culture'. 

In sociological terms culture has been defined as " ... the con

tinually ehang~ng patte~n~ on iea~ned behaviour which are 

~ha~ed by and transmitted among members of a society.lI l The 

concept also encompasses the totality of the norms, values, 

beliefs, knowledge, skills and material objects of people in 

a society. 

Whether the undoubtedly distinctive patterns of behaviour 

among travelling people constitute a separate culture is open 

to debate. It could be argued that they share sufficient of 

the values and norms of the rest of Irish society - of which 

they are ethnically a part - to be considered not a separate 

but a sub-cultural group. 

The Review Body report noted that not enough research had 

been undertaken to provide answers to the many questions 

relating to the issue of 'the culture of travellers'. For 

the purposes of its work it developed a "descriptive 

1. Harold M. Hodges, Conflict and Consensus, 2nd ed., New 
York: Harper Row, 1971, p.42. 
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definition" of the travelling community: 

"They are an identifiable group of people, identified 
both by themselves and by other members of the community 
(referred to for convenience as the 'settled community') 
as people with their own distinctive lifestyle, tradit
ionally of a nomadic nature but not now habitual wander
ers. They have 'needs, wants and values, which are 
different in some ways from those of the settled commun
ity. More than half of those in the group now have a 
place to live either in houses' or on serviced sites. 
Some may take to the road either occasionally or season
ally. The majority of those not yet provided with 
accommodation desire a fixed place of abode, and many of 
them are, in fact, encamped in locations with reasonable 
permanence. However, there is still a substantial 
number of transient families."l 

The report emphasises that: 

"The term 'traveller' is used to designate membership of 
the identifiable group referred to and not just to make 
the distinction between a nomadic way of life and a more 
settled one. The abandonment of the nomadic way of life 
does not automatically entail the renunciation of the 
traveller ethic nor integration with the settled 
community. "2 

Whatever definitions may be adopted to describe their life

style it is evident that, in the past two decades, travellers 

have adapted their norms and patterns of behaviour to meet 

the demands of rapid economic and social change - just as the 

settled community has done. 

While travelling people may regret the passing of some of the 

distinctive features of their previous lifestyle, there are 

other features - the extreme poverty and the educational and 

social deprivation - which they are most unlikely to wish to 

retain. 

The Council feels that the essential objective in relation to 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, Dublin: 
Stationery Office, 1983, para.l.6., p.6. 

2: Ibid., para. 1. 8., p. 6. 
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the issue of a traveller identity/culture should be to ensure 

that travellers have access to the amenities and services to 

which all citizens are entitled so that they may be in a 

position to make choices freely as to the extent to which 

they wish to retain a separate identity, and as to which 

aspects of their traditional lifestyle they consider integral 

to this. 
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3. THE TRAVELLER POPULATION 

A census of travellers was carried out in December 1960 at the 

request of the Commission on Itinerancy which had been estab

lished some months previously. The returns showed that in that 

year there were 1,198 traveller families. l By 1984, according 

to the Annual Count of the Department of the Environment, the 

number had risen to 2,996, an increase of 150%. This figure 

does not include trader families, of which there were 27 in 

1984; it does, however, include those families regarded as 

transient (see Appendix I, p.67). 

Since the Annual count 2 is of families, not of individuals, 

no accurate figure for the number of persons in the traveller 

population is available: based on an estimate of 6.23 persons 

per family3 the 1984 figure would be 18,665 as oppose6 to 6,591 

in 1960 - an increase of 183%. In the period 1961-1981 the 

percentage increase in the national population was 22%. 

As the Revie~ Body pointed out, it is difficult to isolate 

precise reasons for the large increase in the traveller 

1. Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, op.cit., p.35. 

2. Each year since 1975 the Department of the Environment, 
through the local authorities, has carried out a count of 
traveller families. Usually it is the social worker 
employed by the local authority to work with travellers 
who completes the count form. Apart from information on 
the number of traveller families, it includes information 
on the accommodation of those who have settled, the 
accommodation choice of those on the roadside and the 
number of those who do not wish to settle. It also 
estimates the number of traders. 

3. This was the average number of persons per family which 
the ESRI had found in its survey of travellers in Dublin 
in 1977 and the Review Body used the figure in its report 
to estimate the total number of travellers. 
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population. It suggested that while factors such as high rate 

of, and early age at, marriage and high fertility had contribu

ted significantly to the rise, the most important factor was 

" ... a change in the level of emigration among :travellers which 

was heavy in the 1950s and early 1960s and the subsequent 
. 1 

return to this country of many families who had E;!migrated." 

It appears also that there ha~ been a decreas~ in the travel

lers' infant mortality rate, although the rate remains much 

higher than that of the settled population. 

On the basis of the annual rate of increase in traveller 

families during the mid-1970s, the Review Body estimated that 

the number of families was likely to rise to about 3,350 by 

1986. However, the Annual Counts for 1983 and 1984 show a 

much lower rate of increase - this is being attributed to a 

resumption of emigration on a significant scale among 

travellers. 

(ii) Northern Ireland 

When the Commission in the Republic was preparing its report 

(1963) the traveller population in Northern Ireland was 270. 

In fact census figures since 1948, when there were 1,012 

travellers, had shown an almost continuous decline in the 

traveller population. 2 

A census carried out by· the Department of the Environment in 

1978, however, showed an increase in numbers to 672 travellers 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.3 .7., 'p. 8. 

2. The figure given to the Commission in a statement on 
Travellers from the Ministry of Home Affairs in Northern 
Ireland. (See Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, 
pp.18-20; Appendix XLVI, p.164.) 
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(101 families).l 

The most recent data are those provided by the census under

taken in 1983 by the Co-ordinator of the Northern Ireland 

Council for Travelling People. It showed a total of 681 

travellers - 112 families. However, this figure does not 

include travellers living in houses - as does the Annual 

Count in the Republic - nor does it include a figure for 

trader families. It is estimated that there are about 40 

traveller families living in houses, 20 of whom have been 

accommodated in recent years, and about 50 trading families, 

who, however, "seem to spend only part of the year in Northern 

Ireland. 

The traveller population has changed little in recent years: 

one report suggests that the natural increase has been 

counterbalanced by migration - due perhaps to lack of site 

provision - to England, Scotland, Wales and the Republic. 

"In the long term it is estimated the total number of perman

ent travelling families will stay around the 120-140 mark.,,2 

Location of Travellers 

In both the Republic and Northern Ireland travelling peopl"e 

are now urban rather than rural dwellers. This is in contrast 

to the position at the time the Co~ission on Itinerancy 
\ ~" 

reported (1963), when the greaber number of travellers in the 

Republic lived in the western and south-western counties and 

encampments were for the most part small - usually three or 

four caravans - and scattered throughout the countryside. The 

situation in Northern Ireland was similar. Today an enormous 

1. Co-ordinating Committee on Social Problems, Summary of a 
Review of Services for Travelling People, Belfast, 1981, 
p.2. 

2. Report of the Northern Ireland Working Party on Si t~" 
Provision for Travelling People, Belfast: Department of 
the Environment, 1984, Appendix 3, p.25. 
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change in location has occurred: the majority of travellers 

are living in, or on the outskirts of, cities and towns. 

Although there has been a growth in the traveller population 

in all but two counties in the Republic, in several, this 

has been quite a small increase, while in others it is con

siderably greater than average, particularly in Dublin, 

Galway, Meath, Louth, Longford and Kerry. 

The most dramatic growth has taken place in Dublin (city and 

county) where the number of families rose from 85 in 1960 to 

736 in 1984, an increase of 766%. Thus, while traveller 

families in the area represented just over 7% of the total 

traveller population in 1960, by 1984 they represented 24.5%, 

which means that Dublin has the biggest concentration of 

traveller families in the country. 
I 

Similarly in Northern Ireland, where prevtously the main 

concentration of travellers was in the country areas, today 

50% of the travellers live in Belfast. 
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4. ACCOMMODATION 

In 1960, of a total of 1,198 travelling families in the 

Republic 674 lived in horsedrawn caravans, and 335 -in tents. 

In all, over 95% of travelling people lived on the roadside, 

with only 43 families living in houses, and a further 13 in 

rooms .1 

The 1984 Count shows a marked change in the pattern of 

accommodation that has occurred in the intervening years: 

Number of families in standard housing 

Number of families in group housing 

Number of families on sites with living 
accommodation 

Number of families in caravans on sites 

Total number of families accommodated 

Number of families on roadside 

Total number of families 

1,281 

36 

167 

211 

1,695 

1,301 

2,996 

It will be seen from this that the number who have been 

accommodated in houses, or on sites, exceeds what was the 

total population of travellers in 1960. This achievement is 

often overlooked since, due to the more than doubling of the 

traveller population in the intervening years, there are now 

even more travellers on the roadside than in 1960. 

Of the families -awaiting accommodation, almost all are in 

trailer caravans parked on unauthorised sites - along the 

roadside, on waste ground, on development land. These sites 

have no sanitation, no water supply, no electricity and no 

1. Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, op.cit., Appendix 
XXXII, p .145. 

I 
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refuse collection and, as a result, are vermin infested. In 

addition, the families have to move frequently because of 

either intimidation by local residents, or forcible eviction 

by local authorities. 

Travellers on the unauthorised sites, therefore, live in most 

primitive conditions, especially in winter: indeed some of the 

authorised sites for trailers provide such minimal facilities 

that conditions on them are little better than conditions on 

the roadside. 

Even though many of the trailers may appear, and some are, 

relatively comfortable, the reality is that. they are generally 

grossly overcrowded, given the size of traveller families; 

prone to heavy condensation; and carry a high risk of fire. 

All these factors, combined with the insanitary surroundings 

of the sites on which they are parked, mean that the living 

environment of the travellers is both poor and a hazard to 

health. 

While the unauthorised sites mean squalor, hardship and poor 

health for the travelling people, for the general community 

they mean the despoilation of the environment because of the 

unsightly condition of the camps. Furthermore, people living· 

in the immediate vicinity of these camps fear that they may 

present a health hazard to them - though it has not been 

proved that the camps constitute a risk to anyone other than 

their inhabitants .. 

The unauthorised sites are, as the 1983 Review Body report 

noted, a major cause " ... of tension and ~ntagonism between 

the settled community and the travellers. The patience of 

settled people in many areas is already at breaking point, 

and it cannot be too long before the travellers' passive 

acceptance of their wretched living conditions changes into 
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. . d 1 a more aggresslve attltu e." 

The highest incidence of travellers living on unauthorised 

sites occurs in the Dublin area where, according to the 1984 

Annual Count, there are 370 families on such sites. This 

means that almost half of the 736 traveller families in 

Dublin are living in the inhuman conditions that characterise 

unauthorised sites. 

The vast majority of families now on the roadside strongly 
2 desire to have a permanent place to live but, like the 

settled population, not all have the same aspirations con

cerning accommodation. The Review Body concluded that, in. 

the Republic, a majority of travellers nationally wish to 

live in houses - some in houses among settled people, others 

in group housing schemes specifically for travellers; a 

significant minority wish to continue living in caravans but 

on authorised sites provided with sanitary and other facilit

ies; a small number of families wish to continue travelling, 

but to have available authorised sites on which they could 

remain for as long as they wished. 3 

Some reservation might be voiced in regard to the extent of 

the preference for housing given that in many local authority 

areas the onty form of accommodation being provided is housing, 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.12.2, pp.50-51. 

2. A survey by the Economic and Social Research Institute, 
in 1981, of the preference of 979 travelling families 
living on the roadside showed that 648 of them (66.2%) 
wished to be accommodated in houses, and a further 30 
(3.1%) in chalets; and that 285 (29.1%) wanted to live 
in trailer caravans. (Report of the Travelling People 
Review Body, op.cit., para.16.8, p.56.) 

3. The fact that in the 1984 Annual Count only 314 families 
(10% of the total traveller families) were recorded as 
transients ~ that is continuing to travel regularly -
underlies the trend among travellers to remain more or 
less permanently in one area. 
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and so when questioned about preferences, travellers may feel 

they have no choice other than housing if they wish to move 

off the roadside. Indeed, even in areas where there is a 

policy of providing sites, families may feel compelled to 

accept a house if it seems to them that there will be a long 

delay before they are offered a place on a site. 

The situation in Dublin is different from that in the rest of 

the country in that there is a greater preference among famil

ies living on the roadside there for accommodation on serviced 

sites. Dublin County Council's survey of the accommodation 

wishes of 332 families in its area in February 1984 showed the 

following results: 

Families seeking conventional housing 72 (21%) 

Families seeking group housing 56 (14% ) 

Families seeking halting sites 176 (53%) 

Families not wishing to settle 16 (5%) 

Families refusing information 12 (3 %) 

Again, the greater preference for sites in the Dublin area may 

be influenced by the fact that only in recent years has there 

been any substantial housing of travellers in the area and so 

housing may not readily have been perceived as an option. In 

addition, the problems of adjusting to living in a house are 

much greater in the city than in rural or smaller town areas. 

The very size of the local authority estates in which travel

ler families tend to be housed means that individual families 

can feel very isolated: large estates also heighten feelings 

of being 'hemmed-in' and cut-off from the countryside. 

o-~ 
I 

Housing 
-------

While the overall percentage of traveller families in the 
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Republic living in houses in 1984 was 44~ in some individual 

local authority areas the percentage was considerably higher -

namely, Westmeath (74%), Galway City (71.5%), Mayo (68%) and 

Cork City (65%). By contrast, in the Dublin area, just 26% of 

traveller families were living in houses. 

Most of those housed have been provided with accommodation by 

local authorities - either in individual houses on estates, 

in groups on estates, or in special group schemes. l Some have 

purchased houses either from their own resources or, more 

recently, by availing of a housing loan (under the Small 

Dwellings Act) from the local authority, in addition to the 

special grant payable to travellers. 

No systematic review of the outcome of providing housing for 

traveller families has been undertaken. A basic measure of 

the 'success' of housing travellers, though certainly not the 

o~ly one, is perhaps the number of families who have remained 

in houses. There is no definite figure for this, but it is 

estimated to be in the region of 75%. Furthermore, it appears 

that a number 'of those who leave later re-apply for housing 

and, when subsequently re-housed, remain. 

Many instances of very satisfactory outcome can be cited. 

This usually has occurred where there was thorough planning 

for the move into housing, for example, by allocating' travel

lers their houses in new estates in advance of other tenants 

and/or providing extensive home-making support for them and, 

of course, where the decision to settle in a house was taken 

freely, not just to escape from the hardship of roadside 

living. 

The difficulties facing families making the transition to 

1. Group schemes for a number of families - usually from one 
extended family group - are a fairly new housing initiat
ive. These have been provided in a few places throughout 
the country; a number are currently being built in Dublin. 
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living in a house are considerable. Many accept a house as 

the only means to escape from the squalor and hardship of 

life on the roadside and/or for the sake of ensuring that 

their children are able to have regular schooling and thus 

the chance of a better life. 

Such families, however, frequently have to face the fear and 

hostility of their settled neighbours and, indeed, there have 

been instances of actual intimidation which have forced 

travellers to leave their homes - sometimes homes they them

selves had bought. 

Even where there is no overt hostility, travellers housed in 

large estates generally do not become part of the community: 

rarely are they invited into neighbours' homes or asked to 

join in community activities. 

They may also have to face the disapproval of other travellers 

who may tell them they are being foolish in accepting a house 

and thus incurring all kinds of expenses that would not arise 

if they remained on the roadside. Accepting a house also 

means that the families, generally, have to give up their 

caravans, which for them is tantamount to 'burning their 

boats' . 

Many travellers who are housed experience claustrophobia, 

restlessness, loneliness and miss the regular contact with 

members of their extended family. In addition, the men may 

have to abandon the kind of work they undertook on a camp 

site, for if they do not, they are likely to cause annoyance 

to neighbours and arouse their hostility. 

Overall, many travellers pay a high price in opting for hous~ 

ing. It is true that many families have left houses which 

they have been allocated - some after a very short period, 
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others after years - because of one, or other, or a combinat

ion, of the kinds of problems outlined above. The tragedy of 

these failed attempts at living in a house is that not only 

are they a bad experience for the families concerned, but 

they do not help improve the attitudes towards travellers of 

the settled population - who generally fail to apprecia'te the 

difficulties faced by travellers going into houses for the 

first time. 

On the other hand, it has to be stressed that many travellers 

have made the transition to standard housing without exper

iencing undue difficulty. Furthermore it is apparent that 

for travellers to do so it is not necessary for them to have 

to spend a period in half-way accommodation - in chalets on 

sites, for example. 

Serviced Sites 

One of the recommendations of the 1963 Commission was that 

local authorities in the Republic should provide serviced 

sites both for those for whom housing could not be provided 

quickly and for those who did not wish to be housed. 

The Commission envisaged these sites as providing hard stand

ing and basic amenities for a small number of caravans. How

ever, the practice emerged of providing dwelling units on the 

sites. By 1984 there were 167 families living in chalets and 

211 in caravans on serviced sites: in the Dublin area the 

figures were 109 and 63 respectively. 

Initially the units were pre-fabricated single-room structures 

but later larger and in some cases more solid structures were 

built. Many local authorities are now moving towards replac

ing the temporary units on these sites with permanent 
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structures. The 1983 Review Body recommended that " ... in 

view of the shortcomings of chalets as permanent accommod

ation, no more chalet sites should be provided."l 

Many of the families who originally occupied the serviced 

sites in the Dublin area are still living there and wish to 

continue doing so. They have established themselves as 

viable groups who want to live together and are pressing for 

proper housing units to be built on the sites. 

While the Review Body accepted that serviced sites should be 

provided for those travellers who did not wish to be housed, 

it stres.sed that, given "the hardships and hazards" of caravan 

dwelling, the provision of sites "should be kept to the 

minimum"; they shoulq be provided only for families who spec

ify that this is their preferred mode of accommodation and no 

family " ... should be obliged to go on to a site or remain 

thereon because of inadequate provision of standard housing 

for travellers by a local authority.,,2 

It seems t·hat local authorities find it more difficult to 

advance the provision of serviced site accommodation than the 

provision of housing: a major reason for this is that public 

reaction to sites tends to be much more hostile. 

Fear of such public reaction can lead to the choosing of 

isolated areas, at a distance from any town, for the building 

of sites - a matter of much annoyance to the travellers who 

may even refuse to use them. 

This underlines the need for a much greater level of consult

ation with the travellers themselves in regard to the sites, 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.6.12, p.43. 

2. Ibid., para.IO.3, p.48. 
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their location and amenities. Generally there is some con

sultation with social workers and/or with local committees 

and even with travellers. The time has come, the Council 

feels, when local authorities should involve travellers them

selves much more directly in the planning of the sites. 

A number of local authorities do not have any authorised sites, 

even though there are considerable numbers of traveller famil

ies living on the roadside in their areas. 

Outside Dublin, sites are under construction in 4 different 

local authority areas, and plans for sit~s are at various 

stages of processing in 7 other areas. 

Some local authorities have provided, or are planning, sites 

for transient families. More of these will be required as 

long as travelling, whether on a continual basis, or occasion

ally or seasonally, remains a feature of traveller lifestyle. 

The most pressing need for sites is in the Dublin county area 

which has the largest number of roadside families and where 

the expressed preference of the majority of travellers is for 

site accommodation. 

In 1983 Dublin County Council approved the provision of sites 

in 12 locations - it had already approved 5 locations in 1982. 

The Department of the Environment has passed plans for 5 of 

the sites and it is expected that construction"work on some 

of these will begin in the near future - the remainder have 

gone out to tender. Of the other 12 locations, plans in 

relation to a number of the sites are at different stages of 

processing, but in the case of the greater number the exact 

position of the site has even yet to be decided. 
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The processing and approving of plans for sites is a complic

ated and extremely time-consuming procedure, involving "the 

local authority and the Department of tne Environment. 

While not minimising the technical and other difficulties 

associated with the provision of sites, the fact remains that 

work has not yet begun on any of the 17 "locations designated 

for sites by Dublin County Council. 

If substantial headway is to be made in providing site accom

modation for roadside families then some way of speeding up 

the present procedure will have to be found. 

Finally, and only as an interim measure until proper accommod

ation is provided, local authorities in whose areas there are 

unauthoris~d sites should provide minimal facilities on them -

foc example I water supply, refuse collection and "tem:rorary 

sanitary facilities. 

Responsibility for the provision of housing rests with the 

local authorities. When the Commission reported in 1963, it 

recommended that priority be given to travellers in the 

allocation of houses. The Government did not take up this 

recommendation since it felt that, on the basis of need, 

travellers would have a de 6ac..to priority. Instead the 

Government adopted a policy of 'encouraging' authorities to 

fulfill their responsibilities in this area, mainly through 

a number of measures to ensure that no extra financial cost 

would accrue to them as a result of providing houses for 
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1 travellers. The Commission also recommended that local 

authorities should provide serviced sites, but this was not 

made mandatory by the Government'. It did, however, subsidise 

the provision of sites by local authorities. 

This policy of encouraging local authorities to provide 

houses and sites by offering them some financial inducement 

to do so, was" ... insufficient to overcome local political and 

community indifference. No penalties were laid down in the 

event of low performance by a local authority, and no system 

of surveillance was introduced to ascertain whether or not 

travellers were given their due priority, having regard to 

comparative need and in accordance with approved priorities 

for the letting of local authority houses.,,2 Several local 

authorities were slow to implement Government policy and a 

few made no significant progress. 3 

To initiate any programme at local authority level requires 

the commitment and co-operation of both elected members and 

officials. In the case of providing accommodation for 

travellers there are as many diverse attitudes among members 

and officials as among the general public, ranging from con

cern to indifference to hostility - indeed there have been 

instances, even recently, of downright discrimination. 

Even where attitudes among councillors and officials are 
! 

favourable, or at least neutral, many feel unable to with-

stand pressure against accommodation proposals from a hostile 

public. There have been numerous instances of where, as soon 

1. Local authorities can recoup from central funds the cost 
of purchasing and renovating old houses; the full amount 
of the special grant (maximum £1,500) available for a 
traveller family wishing to purchase a house; half the 
contribution made to a voluntary group involved in hous
ing travellers; and the cost of employing social workers 
to support travellers moving to new accommodation. 

2. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.3.3, p.35. 

3. Ibid., para.4.9., p.38. 
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as a plan was mooted, opposition was quickly organised -

coming not only from individuals and residents' groups, but 

from commercial and industrial interests also. Objectors 

have put considerable pressure on local representatives to 

reject plans and, in many cases, local politicians and 

officials have yielded to this type of pressure with the 

result that plans have either been abandoned or greatly 

modified. 

In the light of the inadequacy of the discretionary approach~ 

the 1983 Review Body considered that measures were necessary 

to ensure that local authorities more actively pursued the 

accommodation programmes for which they had responsibility. 

An important overall proposal of the Review Body was that 

each local authority should be obliged to draw up a programme 

for the provision of accommodation and that this should take 

account both of existing needs of travellers in its area, and 

of future needs, created by the formation of new families; 

that the time scale for the implementation of these programmes 

should be not more than five years; and that the authoritie~ 

be required to submit their programmes to the Minister for the 

Environment whci would monitor their implementation and take 

action where authorities were failing to make progress. l 

The Council feels this could have had far-reaching results and 

regrets that the Government did not adopt it as part of its 

pol~cy in its Statement of July 1984. 2 However, the fact that 

the Department of the Environment has requested and obtained 

from all local authorities an outline of their proposals for 

meeting the accommodation needs of travellers in their areas, 

1. Ibid., paras. 16.1-16.4, pp.55-6. 

2. Government Policy in Relation to Travelling People: 
Statement issued by the Government Information Service, 
July 20th, 1984. 
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and that progress in implementing thes~ is being reviewed 

regularly, goes some distance towards meeting the Review Body 

recommendations. 

This development; along with the continuous 'attention being 
1 given to the issue by the Monitoring Body , has the potential 

to give momentum to the whole process of providing accommod

ation. 

The July 1984 Policy Statement also indicated that the Housing 

Bill,'which the Government has promised to introduce, will 

contain measures affecting the provision of accommodation for 

travellers. It will: " ... clarify the responsibilities of 

housing author~ties in relation to travellers to ensure that 

they are fully taken into account in the assessment of housing 

needs and to secure that local schemes of letting priorities 

cater fairly for them".2 It will also " ... provide a statutory 

basis for the provision and operation of halting sites by the 

1 1 h ·· 3 oca aut or1t1es." 

The Statement also announced the Government's intention to 

amend the City and County Management (Amendment) Act, 1955, 

" ... to enable city and county managers to take action in 

appropriate cases on their own initiative to provide 

accommodation ... " without obtaining the approval of council 
4 

members .. It was considered that this would be of "consider-

able significance" in relation to the provision of serviced 
't 5 Sl es. 

1. A Committee set up by the Government " ... to ensure co
ordination between the various programmes, to monitor 
progress in implementation and to bring to the notice of 
the relevant Ministers any problems that may arise or 
any delays in achieving targets." (Ibid., p.16.) 

2 . I bid., p . 3 . 

3. Ibid., p. 5 . 

4. Ibid., p. 2. 

5. Ibid., p.:). 

-------------------....;...----------------------
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The usefulness of the proposal to grant these additional 

powers to city and county managers is open to question. It 

could be argued that it is hard to envisage any county man

ager taking up a stance diametrically opposed to the wishes 

of the majority of his councillors with whom, after all, he 

has to work in relative harmony in order to carry out the 

broad range of local authority activities. It could be also 

argued, of course, that giving the county manager authority 

to act in situations which require urgent action without 

referring to the councillors means they are relieved of the 

responsibility for what could be, for them, a politically 

unpopular decision. 

Accommodation in Northern Ireland 

As in the Republic, the majority of travellers wish to have· 

a permanent place to live. In contrast to the Republic, 

however, the vast majority do not wish to be housed. Those 

whose preference this is are being provided with houses, 

although there may be delays in allocation. 

It is estimated that there are about 40 families in houses in 

Northern Ireland of whom approximately 20 have been housed 

during the past few years. Since travellers living in houses 

are not included in censuses of travellers in the area, 

documented information about them is not available. 

It does appear, however, that, as in the Republic, some travel

lers who have been housed have experienced feelings of loneli

ness and isolation, and that some have suffered from the 

antagonism of neighbours. It appears also that there are 

instances of travellers who have been housed, even for many 

years, suddenly leaving their homes. 
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In Northern Ireland housing is a function of the Northern 

Ireland Housing Executive ,and not., as in the Republic, of 

the local authorities. Applications from travellers are 

processed alongside those of people from the settled commun

ity. The Housing Executive does not make special provision 

for travellers so there are no special group housing pro

jects for them. 

Despite the fact that the accommodation preference of the 

great majority of travellers in Northern Ireland is for 

sites there is at present only one authorised site.. This is 

in Omagh and it accommodates 4 families. Another site. has 

been planned for the town. In Newry there are 24 families 

and all efforts to find land for a serviced site in the area 

have failed. At present most of the families are living 

along the bank of a disused part of a canal. It is now 

intended to provide, as an interim measure, basic facilities 

for this site, but it does seem likely that it will, in fact, 

become the permanent authorised site for the area. 

A site in Belfast for 20 families, which cost £200,000 to 

build, was destroyed by local residents just as it was near

ing completion. It is now planned to build a large site in 

an area on the outskirts of the city. This will be divided 

into four sections each providing for 11 families. Though 

the financing for this has been ~greed, building is not 

expected to begin until March 1986. 

The size of the site planned for Belfast must give rise to 

concern since experience suggests that large sites are un

desirable. For example, they can lead to trouble between 

different traveller families and between the travellers and 

the settled community. Generally, also, travellers prefer 

small sites. In fairness, however, it has to be said that 
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for many reasons, land for sites in the Belfast area is at a 

premium: planning regulations, housing and commercial develop

ment programmes, the political situation and the constraints 

imposed by the physical structure of the land around the city, 

all combine to restrict greatly the choice available. 

Even though the provision of sites for travellers is one of 

the few functions remaining to District Councils in Northern 

Ireland, they are generally apathetic in their approach to 

the issue. Just as in the Republic·, there is varying commi t

ment among members and officials of local councils towards 

providing for the accommodation needs of travellers. Funding 

should not be a major obstacle since the Department of the 

Environment will make a 100% grant available to District 

Councils for the provision of sites, provided that these con

form to the Department's specified design guidelines. 

It is suggested by those working with travellers that the 

provision of sites by local councils should be made mandatory, 

otherwise the procrastination will continue. 

The Minister for the Environment intends to set up an Advisory 

Council which would aim to stimulate action by District 

Councils in regard to site provision, help resolve problems 

arising from community opposition to site proposals, and 

generally work towards the creation of a better informed 

public. It will have an initial three-year term of office 

and its members will be· drawn from the travelling community, 

or its representatives; from members of District Councils, 

and from officials in relevant Government departments. 

Legislation to establish this Council is expe~ted to be 

introduced in October 1985. 
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In concluding this section, the Council wishes to stress as 

strongly as possible the pivotal role of accommodation in any 

consideration of how to respond to the needs of travellers. 

lilt cannot be emphasised too much that the over-riding con

sideration in the provision of services for travellers is that 

permanent accommodation should be made available for every 

family aspiring to it, both as a fundamental right and to 

ensure effective participation in social, educational and 

other services. lIl 

Although there is still a very large number of families (1,301) 

on the roadside in the Republic, when the total figure is 

broken down by county it will be seen - as was pointed out by 

a member of the Review Body2 - that apart from the city and 

county areas of Dublin which, as already noted, has a very 

large number of families on the roadside, and to a lesser 

extent of Cork, Galway and Limerick, most local authorities 

have relatively small numbers of families awaiting accommodat

ion.
3 

For example: 

Number of families on 
the roadside in 1984 
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1 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op. cit. , 
para.1.1, p.33. 

2. Ibid., p.113. 

3. For complete figures of the situation of travelling 
families in each local autho'rity area, see Appendix I, 
p.67. 
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Yet during 1984, 10 local authorities made no progress in 

providing accommodation, and 9 made only minimal progress. 

Overall, in fact, the number of families accommodated in 1984 

was merely the equivalent of the number of new families being 

created. One disheartening result of the slow rate of pro

vision is that many young traveller couples who have been 

reared in houses are, on marriage, being forced onto the 

roadside because of lack of accommodation. 

The experience of the past year reflects badly on the 

Government's Statement of July 1984 which spoke of "a major 

intensification of effort (being) needed", and of the 

Government's determination "to ensure that the accommodation 

programme is stepped up rapidly." 

In particular the inadequacy in the rate of site provision, 

and the continuing low standard of provision on some exist

ing authorised sites - a number of which still do not have 

any toilet facilities - make it hard to accept such official 

statements of commitment. 

In Northern Ireland there are only 112 families on the road

side. Apart from one family in Lisburn the travellers are 

concentrated in three areas - in Belfast, where there are 55 

families, in Newry, 24, and in different places in Co. Tyrone, 

where there are a total of 32 families. .It is generally 

accepted that a sum of around £2m. would provide site 

accommodation for all those on the ~oadside in the area. 

Given the importance of the issue of accommodation; the fact 

that travellers' differing accommodation needs have been well

documented; and that the authorities in both parts of the country 

have publicly specified the measures they consider necessary, 

the present slow rate of progress just cannot be accepted, 

whatever grounds are put forward to excuse it. 
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5. EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

When the Commission was set up in 1961 almost all travellers 

were completely illiterate, and only 114 children were attend

ing school regularly. By contrast, in January 1985 more than 

4,000 children of school-going age (4-15) were enrolled in 

schools. 

Despite the progress that this represents, 48% of traveller 

children in this age group do not attend school. Furthermore, 

according to the Review Body Report (1983), there has been 

" .. .little improvement in the educational status of adults, of 

whom about 90 per cent are illiterate."l 

Most traveller parents are anxious that their children should 

receive schooling, but the circumstances in which many must 

live present an almost insurmountable obstacle to regular 

attendance: "The single greatest reason for non-attendance, 

without any shadow of doubt, is the lack of a settled place 

for traveller families to live.,,2 

On unauthorised sites the lack of basic amehities such as 

electricity, running water and sanitation, makes it extremely 

difficult for parents to get their cryildren ready for school. 

In addition, if a family is being threatened with eviction 

then the parents are afraid to let the children leave the 

camp site to go to school. In some instances, distance from 

school and lack of transport are other obstacles to children's 

attendance. Again, some parents fear that their children will 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.2.H., p.60. 

2. Sr. Colette Dwyer, Education and Training for Travellers: 
Fourth Triennial Report, 1984, p.l. 
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meet with hostility in school, whether from teachers or from 

settled children. 

The cramped living conditions, even in 'good' trailors, mean 

that children may go to bed very late at night and so be too 

tired to get up in time for school in the morning: indeed, 

their lifestyle generally makes it difficult for them to 

adjust to regular and punctual attendance. 

Families who have been housed may also experience difficult~es 

relating to school attendance. Adjusting to living in a house, 

possibly in a new area, places considerable stress on parents, 

especially mothers, and they may be so preoccupied in coping 

with their new surroundings that sending the children to school 

is given less priority. Their problems are all the greater if 

the move to a house entails enrolling the children in a new 

school - which in some circumstances may require just too much, 

of an effort for them. Frequently also, the children may no 

longer be eligible for transport and this may inhibit regular 

attendance. 

Even among families who have been housed for a long time, 

there are some whose children have poor levels of school 

attendance and achievement: these are mainly families accommo

dated in poor quality housing who have been given little 

follow-up support. 

The current educational provision for travellers and the unmet 

needs in this area are as follows: 

(i) Preschool (3-5 years; estimated number 1,500-2,000). At 

present about 450 children in this age group are receiving 

preschool education - in 45 preschool clas~es. 

Preschools have usually been established as a result of 
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initiatives of local committees for travelling people, in some 

cases working with other voluntary organisations. 

The Department of Education pays 98% of teachers' salaries and 

of transport costs and the health boards pay for child care 

assistants. The local committees, which may consist of only 

3-4 people, have to provide the remainder of the finance and 

also find the premises, which can be a difficult task. 

It is generally agreed that all traveller children need at 

least a year in preschool if they are to have any chance of 

being able to keep up in primary school. The provision of a 

sufficient number of preschool places is, therefore, a prior

ity, and it does seem that the rate of provision is acceler

ating. It might be noted that preschools are included in the 

plans for the sites proposed for the Dublin County Council 

area. 

The involvement of parents in preschools is considered very 

desirable, not only for the sake of the children's progress 

but because it offers a valuable learning experience for the 

parents themselves. Traveller parents generally are very un

willing to let small children move far from their home/camp 

sites, which means that the children will be permitted to go 

to preschools only if these are relatively near. This is 

particularly so among families forced to live on unauthorised 

sites and constantly in fear of being moved. For the children 

in these families the .provision of a mobile preschool unit, of 

which there are already two in the Dublin area, would seem to 

be essential if they are to have any preschooling opportunity.l 

(ii) Primary (6-11 years; estimated number 6,500). There are 
-------

now more than 2,000 traveller children enrolled in primary 

schools, attending ordinary classes. Most of these children 

1 . Ibid., p. 5. 
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receive remedial teaching, but even so, find it difficult to 

keep-up in ordinary classes where there are usually 30 or more 

children. This is not to be taken as a reflection of their 

level of ability but as the result of many factors inhibiting 

achievement - late age starting school; irregular at~endance; 

poor home conditions, especially on sites; inability of 

parents to help with school work. As a result, only a small 

minority of traveller children make satisfactory progress in 

ordinary classes. 

It was a recognition of the problems facing traveller children 

in primary schools that led to the establishment of special 

classes for them in the schools. 

There are at present ,around 80 special classes, with an over-

all attendance of approximately 1,700 children. In addition, 

there is one special school for travellers - St. Kieran's in 

Bray - which caters for over 100 children. While the pro

vision of these special facilities does mean that traveller 

children are educationally separated, the facilities do have 

certain features - for example, low pupil/teacher ratios; 

freedom to plan and adapt the curriculum;l specially selected 

teachers; and child care assistants to provide back-up care 

in the classes - which seem necessary for the foreseeable 

future if traveller children are to make progress. 

The Department of Education accepts the need for special 

classes and will respond favourably to a request for an extra 

teacher to provide a special class from any school which has 

15 or more traveller children. 

One difficulty in providing these classes can be that of find

ing the necessary classrooms. In cases where school numbers 

1. A joint Department of Education/Association of Teachers of 
the Travelling People Committee is drawing up a primary 
school curriculum for traveller children in special 
classes. 
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are falling this will not be a problem, nor in new schools 

being built in areas where there are a number of traveller 

famiiies. Problems in regard to classrooms are more likely 

to arise in existing schools which have a full complement of 

children and to which it would be difficult to build on 

extra rooms. 

A much higher proportion of girls than boys attend primary 

schools - the ratio being 2:1. A major reason for this 

appears to be the additional effort nuns are prepared to put 

into ensuring that traveller children attend school regularly. 

They provide a variety of welfare back-up services, for example, 

calling to parents when children fail to attend; arranging 

transport where this is not available; providing bathing 

facilities and clothing when necessary; and providing meals. 

This kind of support is not generally available to young 

traveller boys once they leave the junior classes in convent 

schools. 

Instances of children being discriminated against by school 

authorities are very rare, but it is unacceptable that they 

should occur at all. There still are schools where traveller 

children attending special classes begin and finish at hours 

different from the other children, where they have different 

times for lunch and recreation and where their teachers do 

not mix with the rest of staff. 

To help with the problem of poor and non-school attendance, 

the Department of Education has set up a visiting teacher 

service whereby a visiting teacher works with traveller famil

ies and with the teachers and social workers involved with 

them. There are now six of these visiting teachers. 

Obviously many travelling children have difficulty doing home

work, living as they do in overcrowded conditions, and in 
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families where parents, generally, are illiterate. An import

ant part of the visiting teacher's work is to organise help 

with homework. 

Special reference was made in the 1983 Review Body's report to 

a group of very deprived traveller children, from a minority 

of families, who appear to have multiple social problems and 

who are often rejected by the traveller community. 

There are now around 40 of these families living mainly in the 

cities. Generally the children are uncared for by their 

parents and often they are psychologically disturbed. These 

are the children whose profile is highest in the city centres. 

Their educational needs can only be met within the context of 

meeting their overall social and emotional needs - in special 

centres such as those run by the Dublin Committee for Travel~ 

ling Peoplei There is a great need for such centres. 

(iii) ~~~~=2~~~~~¥ (12-15 years; estimated number 2,000). 

Very few traveller children - only about 10% of those who 

attend primary school - remain in the education system beyond 

the age of 12 years, and of these, only a very small minority 

remain for any substantial length of time. At 12 years 

travellers are regarded as adults by their community and " ... not 

only is there no pressure put upon them to attend school ... but 

they are often positively discouraged from so doing, as 

parents feel they need their help at home - to help with 

horses or scrap, to mind younger siblings, ·or simply to 

contribute to the family income. lIl 

Of those few who have gone on to post-primary schooling, most 

have attended vocational schools. A significant innovation 

for this age group, however, has been the setting up of 

special classes for them, known as junior training centres -

a title that recognises young travellers' adult status within 

1. Sr. Colette Dwyer, op.cit., p.7. 
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their community and consequently makes attendance at these 

classes more acceptable to them. 

The curriculum used in the centres has been specifically 

devised to attract the young people in this age group: it 

offers opportunities for practical work and sporting 

. activities as well as tuition in literacy and numeracy. 

These centres represent a joint effort between Vocational 

Education Committees and local committees: the former provide 

finance while the latter are expected to find and manage the 

premises used by the centres. As in the case of preschools 

the finding, though not the maintenance, of premises presents 

great problems for the local committees. There are at present 

13 junior training centres providing places for around 200 

young people. The value of this type of post-primary pro

vision is now recognised and there seems to be a commitment 

to expand it. 

It is interesting to note that whereas greater numbers of 

girls attend primary school, slightly more boys are enrolled 

in junior training centres. Two possible reasons for this 

are that training for work is not perceived as being import

ant for girls and that once they reach 12 years of age they 

are kept a·t home to help with household chores. 

(iv) ~~~~~~~2_~~~~~~~ (15-25 years; estimated number 1,500-

2,000). The first training centre .specifically for young 

travellers was opened in Ennis in 1974 - since then another 

24 centres have been established. These centres cater for over 

600 young travellers, male and female. 

Local committees initiate the centres which are financed from 

a number of sources: the Youth Employment Agency provides the 
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finance for the premises; AnCO pays the trainee allowances and 

the cost of materials used in training; and the Department of 

Education, through the VECs, pays for the employment of 

teachers, the cost of education materials and overheads. 

As the majority in this age group have had little, or even no, 

primary schooling, the courses in the centres have to include 

a substantial educational content. The approach in the centres 

has to be flexible to allow for the severe social deprivation 

of the trainees and their special lifestyle - for example at 

the beginning of training they could not be expected to work a 

disciplined 40 hour week. There has also to be flexibility in 

regard to age of admission, the educational standard of 

entrants and to the length of time any trainee spends in a 

centre. 

The vital importance of training for these adolescents and 

young adults was emphasised by the 1983 Review Body report 

which pOinted out that, otherwise, these young people would 

" ... assume the responsibilities of citizenship, illiterate, 

innumerate and without any basic training in the basic skills 

necessary for employment. The detrimental effect of parental 

unemployment on the future educational development of travel

ler children cannot be overstressed."l 

The Review Body report s~ggested that 30 training ce~tres 

would be adequate to meet foreseeable needs and plans are in 

train to achieve this target, which will provide training 

places for around 700 travellers. 

Education and Training for Adult Travellers 
-------------------------------------------

Virtually all adult travellers are illiterate and innumerate. 

1. Report of ,the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.13.12, p.78. 
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One result of this is that they experience real difficulties 

in ordinary everyday activities such as shopping, reading 

signs and numbers and, generally, in any situation which 

requires completing forms. 

The experience of a traveller who had to be admitted to 

hospital, as recounted by a voluntary worker, illustrates 

the disadvantages imposed by illiteracy: 

"The fact that John could not read or write meant that 
he was bored to tears, and he was too shy to look at 
the pictures in comics as he would normally do. 

Again the fact that neither he nor his wife, Mary, 
could read meant that they could not find their way 
around the hospital although it was extremely well 
sign-posted. ~ithout my wife explaining in great 
detail to Mary precisely when she could and could not 
visit, she would have been completely lost as she 
could not read the notices for visiting hours her
self, and was too shy and afraid to ask abotit these. 
John and Mary were obviously totally out of their 
depth: the disadvantage of not being able to read or 
write is much greater than we realize. 

When Mary went to the Social Welfare office to collect 
John's cheque, she was given a whole lot of formal and 
detailed instructions which meant nothing to her and 
my wife had to go to the office and sort the matter 
out. 

I feel the point should be stressed that although John 
and Mary are well able to fend for themselves in their 
way, if left on their own when dealing with official
dom they are totally helpless." 

At present there are literacy classes for travelLers in many 

places throughout the couptry, organised on a voluntary basis 

by individuals and groups. In some of the training centres 

also, the parents of young people attending these come along 

for classes in the evening. The VECs, of course, will provide 

special classes in any area of adult education if there is 

sufficient demand for them. 
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An interesting development in adult education, ·initiated by 

the Dublin Travellers' Development Group, is a course in 

Community and Personal Development which began early in 1985. 

This is a pilot project which is being funded by AnCO. It is 

of six months duration and there are 24 travellers participat

ing in it. An important feature of the course is its potential 

to benefit not just the individuals attending it but the 

traveller community as a whole since particular emphasis is 

given to the development of community leadership skills. 

Northern Ireland 

It appears that most travelling children of primary school 

age attend school, though attendance may often be irregular. l 

In Belfast, which has the largest concentration of traveller 

families, there is one primary school specifically for travel

ler children. It has an enrolment of over 130 which repres

ents almost all the traveller children in this age group in 

the city. There are a number of factors which can be taken 

as contributing to the high level of attendance at the school: 

the commitment of the teachers which creates a congenial and 

accepting atmosphere; the freedom given to the teachers to 

adapt the' curriculum to meet the needs of the children; the 

provision of transport; and the contact with the families 

provided by a school/home liaison worker who travels to and 

from the school daily with the ch~ldren on the school bus -

even calling to caravans to collect, and if necessary get 

ready, children who do not turn up at the collection points. 

Another important feature of the school is the attempt being 

1. Co-ordinating Committee on Social Problems, ·op.cit., p.4. 
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made to try to prolong the children's attendance at school 

beyond the age of 12 years, since virtually no traveller 

children in the city go on to post-primary schooling. 

The school has an arrangement with a local comprehensive 

school, run by nuns, and a local technical college whereby 

the older traveller children go to these schools once a week 

to attend classes in subjects such as woodwork, metal work 

and home economics. The children from the school also go 

out to work on a youth farm where they cultivate vegetables 

which they bring home. 

In areas outside Belfast traveller children attend ordinary 

classes in local primary schools. Special classes such as 

those in the Republic are not provided: the authorities feel 

that once the children begin to attend regularly they are 

able, with the help when necessary of the ordinary remedial 

facilities in the school, to make progress. They further 

feel that participating in ordinary classes facilitates the 

integration of traveller with settled children. 

This, however, does not seem to be happening in many cases 

and teachers feel that the children have great difficulty in 

keeping up in ordinary classes, despite having access to 

remedial help. There are no preschool facilities specific

ally for traveller children in Northern Ireland. 

As in the Republic, it is the environmental deprivation of 

traveller families that is the major barrier to these children 

attending ordinary schools regularly and making progress: 

" ... where there is poverty coupled with horrible living 
conditions, the priority of washing and dressing up to 
ten children for school can be lost amidst the general 
fight to survive the day. 

For education to be given any priority, push, or worth, 
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travellers must first have a decent standard of living. 
The travelling child is often required to look after 
smaller brothers and sisters, is kept home from school 
to do so, especially when young mothers are pregnant 
year after year. Lack of proper sleeping accommodation -
often eight children and parents in one caravan - does 
not make a ·regulated life style possible. "1 

Again, as in the Republic, .only a minority of traveller children 

go on to post primary education: mostly their attendance is poor 

and they do not remain for any considerable length of time. 

There are no special training facilities for travellers in 

Northern Ireland. The Co-ordinating Corimlittee examined the 

question of training and concluded that the most appropriate 

approach was to encourage travellers to participate ~n exist

ing government schemes " ... which are available to all and 

which in many cases have elements to overcome individual 

disadvantages ... ".2 However it appears that travellers do 

not make use of these training opportunities. 

1. The Northern Ireland Council for Travelling People Annual 
Report 1981; p.13. 

2. Co-ordinating Committee on Social Problems, op.cit., p.6. 
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6. INCOME AND EMPLOYMENT 

The majority of traveller families are in receipt of a state 

income maintenance payment: in the Republic most receive 

unemployment assistance while in Northern Ireland they are 

in receipt of supplementary benefit. In both parts of the 

country families with children receive allowances for them. 

A general myth persists that travellers in the Republic are 

able to sign ion at a number of centres and collect assistance 

on each occasion: in fact there is one day only on which 

travellers may sign on to collect assistance. 

The Review Body report (1983) noted that since the training 

centres'had been established, 249 (128 girls and 121 boys) of 

the 606 young travellers who had by then received training 

had obtained employment. Even now, in a time of high unemploy

ment, trainees coming out of these centres are finding work. 

In general, though, very few travellers are in formal employ

ment: their illiteracy, lack of skill, and the widespread 

community prejudice against them make it virtually impossible 

for them to obtain jobs. 

However, the fact that only a minority are in employment does 

not mean that most travellers do not work. The women, of 

course, work extremely hard, both child rearing and at house

work. Many of the men are occupied with tasks which con

stitute a form of partial self-employment - coliecting and 

breaking-down scrap, for example. Some of the men can be 

considered to be fully self-employed, for instance, those 

involved in trading, in tarmacadaming, or in scrap colle~tion 

on a large scale: these men can earn considerable incomes. 
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This partial and full self-employment is a continuation of the 

tradition of self-employment which has always been a feature 

of traveller life. 

The unsightly conditions surrounding the collecting and _break

ing-down of scrap is a major cause of-annoyance to settled 

people. Yet, as the Review Body pointed out, scrap collection 

is a valuable service to the community. It urged that adequate 

facilities be provided, either near travellers' homes (for light 

scrap) or in special centres (for heavy scrap - car dismantling 

for example) to enable them carryon, without creating an 

unsightly environment, what is for many of them a very worth

while occupation. l 

The question of who are 'traders,2 is a difficult one to comment 

on. Some would claim that they are not really travellers; 

others that they are; and, yet again, others will say that there 

are traveller and non-traveller traders. Certainly trading has 

always been a tradition among travelling people but it seems 

that when they succeed in making some money, public perception 

of them changes and questions are asked as to why state monies 

should be spent on providing housing or sites for them. In 

fact many of these traders have bought houses, and others who 

tried to do so were prevented by local prejudice. Even though 

they may own houses - some of considerable comfort - they still 

leave these and travel for varying periods in order to pursue 

their trading activities, in some cases going as far as England. 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.l.5., p.82. 

2. The 1984 Annual Count recorded 27 trader families. This 
is an unexpectedly low figure - over the past few years 
it has usually been around 80. The drop in numbers in 
1984 could be due to either the families not being recorded 
because they were away at the time of the count, or being 
recorded but not designated as traders. However, as 
emigration among travellers has begun to increase again, it 
is thought-likely that this has contributed significantly 
to the marked drop in the recorded number of traders. 
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Travellers generally need special help to enable them adapt 

to employment in modern industry; the self-discipline, the 

punctuality, the pressures of regulated work impose consider

able demands on them and they may also have to face a lack of 

acceptance by other workers - all of which can discourage them. 

There are at present opportunities for traveilers to gain work 

experience on the special programmes run by the Dublin 

Committee for Travelling People, following which they have 

found employment in house maintenance and decorating, or in 

the Committee's workshop, servicing and repairing cars and 

making built-in furniture. 

Two of the training centres have established co-operatives in 

which small numbers of ex-trainees are employed. The co

operatives received an initial grant from the Yout~ Employment 

Agency but are intended to be henceforth self-financing. 

Other centres hope to set up similar co-operatives. 

One particular project deserves special attention. l A private 

trust has taken space in an industrial estate in the Dublin 

area and has leased the units under its control to employers 

who will employ travellers alongside settled people' in both 

industrial and craft type occupations. There is a special 

package of itlcentives for those employers who lease one of 

these units, in addition to the usual IDA incentives for small 

industry. It is intended that the employers will train the 

travellers in good work practices, while making allowances for 

the difficulties they face in adjusting to the demands of 

employment. The travellers will " •.. profit from working and 

socialising with settled people ... ,,2 and their settled work

mates will, in turn, gain insight into the lifestyle of 

travellers. The centre is expected to become self-financing 

1. See Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
paras. 2.1 - 2, p.82; pp.127-8. 

2. Ibid, p. 82. 
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and, when fully operational, to provide 80 productive long

term jobs, half of which will be reserved for young travel

lers aged 18-25. 

The centre is intended to demonstrate to employers the skills 

and potential of travellers as members of the work force. It 

will also run a "professional advisory service for a national 

programme of employment for travelling people."l 

One of the recommendations of the Review Body report was that 

a special Employment Incentive Scheme be introduced to 

encourage employers to take on travellers. It felt too that 

the public service could provide opportunities for employment -

for example, in the Forestry Service, in Bord na Mona, and 

also in education where travellers trained as child care 

assistants could assist teachers of preschool and special 

classes for traveller children. Indeed some travellers are 

already working as child care assistants in these schools 

and classes. 

Northern Ireland 

Almost all travellers in Northern Ireland are unemployed in 

the sense that they do not have a job. Like the travellers 

in the Republic, however, the men generally are occupied with 

various tasks - scrap collecting and trading, for example -

which constitute partial or full self-employment. Apart from 

those who are traders on a large scale, the rest of the 

travellers depend on state benefits for the major portion of 

their income. 

Since the travellers do not attend government training 

centres, no employment openings seem to be appearing for them 

in the same way as they are for those young travellers in the 

Republic who attend the special training centres there. 

1. Ibid, p.127. 
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7. HEALTH 

vlhen the Commission reported in 1963 it expressed concern 

that the life expectancy of travellers was much lower than 

that of settled people: the 1956 census had indicated that 

25.3% of the settled population was over 50 years compared 

to 6.1% of travellers. l The Commission attributed this low 

life expectancy and the extent of respiratory disease among 

travellers to the rigours of their way of life. 

The Commission was also concerned at the infant mortality 

rate among travellers (i.e. deaths under 1 year) which was 

much higher than the national average - being estimated at 

over 165 deaths per 1,000 live births compared to the national 
2 

rate of 30.5 per 1,000. 

It found that the majority of infant deaths among travellers 

resulted from respiratory disease, which was related to liv

ing conditions. 

Because of their nomadic lifestyle travellers did not make 

use of the full range of health services, particularly the 

child health and ante-natal and maternity services. 

Despite the improvements that have taken place in the living 

conditions of travellers in the twenty years since the 

Commission reported, it appears that life expectancy and 

infant mortality rates among them still compare unfavourably 

with those of the settled population. No comprehensive data,. 

however, are available in relation to these health indices, 

1. Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, op.cit., p.49. 

2. Ibid., p. 47 . 
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though results from the limited amount of research that has 

been undertaken substantiate this impression. For example, 

in relation to life expectancy, the 1981 ESRI Census of 

traveller families found that only 5.5% of travellers were 

aged 50 years or more and less than 1% were 70 and over, as 

compared to 25% and 6.8% respectively of the national 

population. l 

In regard to infant mortality, Kiely's study of 230 pregnan

cies among traveller women showed a peri-natal mort-ali ty rate 2 

of 14 per 1,000, which is almost three times the national rate. 3 

Drawing attention to the lack of necessary data the Review 

Body, in its 1983 Report, recommended that the Department of 

Health and the health boards should regularly gather inform

ation on travellers' health. In fact, the Department of 

Health has now requested the Medico-Social Research Board to 

undertake a national survey of the subsequent health of 

traveller children born in a particular period. It is hoped 

that this group of children will constitute a cohort for 

follow-up studies. The Board will also examine the issue of 

the life expectancy of travellers. 

In regard to family size,the 1981 ESRI Census indicated that 

traveller families in standard housing had 7.1 members, while 

those living by the roadside had 5.9. members. By comparison, 

among the settled population, the average number of persons 

1. See Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit~, 

Table 9.6, p.92. 

2. Deaths in the period between the 28th week of gestation 
and the end of the first week of life. 

3. Summary of address by Dr. J. Kiely to Association of 
Teachers of the Travelling People, Dublin, March 1983, 
printed in the Association's News Letter, No.28, March 
1983, pp. 3-5. 
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in private households in 1981 was 3.66. 1 

The large size of traveller families reflects the high birth 

rate among them. Using the ESRI Census figure of 1,507 

traveller children in the age group 0-2 years, the Review 

Body assumed that there were about 500 live births to travel

lers annually. On the basis of this it estimated an annual 

rate of 333.3 live births per 1,000 married traveller women 

aged 15-44, compared with a national rate of 188.7. 2 It 

noted that there were indications that traveller women wish 

to limit the size of their families.
3 

In its discussion on the health of travellers, the Review 

Body report does not distinguish between the health status of 

travellers who have been housed or settled on authorised 

sites and travellers still living on the roadside. It would 

be interesting also to know if there is any difference 

between the former and people from the settled population 

living at a similar economic level. 

In the case of travellers on the roadside obviously the over

crowding, the very poor, insanitary and damp conditions in 

which they live, and their high fertility rate, all affect 

their standard of health. 

The major health problems among travellers, according to the 

1. Central Statistics Office, Census of Population of 
Ireland 1981, Vol.3: Household Composition and Family 
Units, Dublin: Stationery Office, 1985, p.x. (House
holds in the settled population have a' much higher incid
ence of one and two person households which, of course, 
lowers the average figure per household.) 

2. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
Table 9.3, p.89. 

3. Ibid., para.2.18, p.94. 
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Review Body report, are: 

Respiratory conditions; 

Gastroenteritis and gastric disorders; 

Alcohol-related conditions; 

Skin conditions; 

Infestations; 

Dental problems. 

Of particular concern must be the poor health status of travel

ler children which, of course, has implications for their sub-
1 sequent development. There is a high rate of admission of 

traveller infants and children to hospital. Among- infants, 

gastro-enteritis is a major cause of hospital admission. The 

high incidence of this condition may be explained by the fact 

that more of them are now being bottle fed: in traveller liv

ing conditions it is very difficult to ensure the standards 

of hygiene this form of feeding requires. Again, because of 

mothers' frequent pregnancies, many infants are left in the 

care of other children who could not be expected to have child 

care skills. 

Travellers do not readily avail of the medical services to 

which they are entitled. This has been attributed to their 

mistrust of officialdom and to their low level of literacy 

which makes it difficult for them to understand and follow 

1. One of the Review Body members, in a reservation to the 
report, commented that not sufficient emphasis had been 
given to "the risks to the lives and health of traveller 
children arising from poor 1 i ving conditions." (p .115) 
The member referred to two studies published in the 
Journal of the Irish Medica~ Association - by Carroll et 
al (1974), and Creedon, Corboy and Kerany (1975) - which 
"suggest that traveller children experience considerable 
physical disadvantages which could affect their health 
and abilities in later life." (p.115) 
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the appointments system involved in attending centres. This 

is particularly unfortunate when continuity of care is 

required, for example, in relation to ante-natal care, child 

developmental problems, dental care and mental illness. In 

addition, as many children do not attend school regularly, 

they can miss the school health examinations at which a wide 

range of health problems can be picked up.l 

In relation to ante-natal care the study by Kiely, already 

referred to, highlights the poor level of ante-natal care 

among traveller women. Only 8% of the women studied had 

attended for their first ante-natal visit before the 16th 

week of pregnancy - as is considered advisable. Only 27% 

had the recommended minimum number of visits (6), and 21% 

had no ante-natal care at all. 2 

The vast majority of traveller families would be entitled to 

a medical card. However, because of the effort involved in 

form filling and having to find a doctor with whom to register, 

many do not apply and, of course, families who are constantly 

being moved have a particular problem in trying to establish 

a regular contact with a local doctor. Should a traveller 

arrive at a surgery without a card, however, the doctor can 

claim the fee for treatment on a special form. There are a 

number of general practitioners throughout the country who 

are known to the travellers for their interest in them and to 

whom they try to go. 

In cases of acute illnesses and confinements it appears that 

travellers do use the health services. However, many of them, 

especially those from the unauthorised sites, feel very 

embarrassed because of their poor apparel in having to mix 

1. The Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.2.17, p.94. 

2. J. Kiely, op. ci t., p. 3. 
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with settled people in waiting rooms at surgeries and 

hospitals. 

The Review Body report stressed the vital role of the public 

health nurse in relation to both caring and health education. 

In particular, it was concerned about improving the standard 

of health among mothers and young children and so it felt 

strongly that the role of the public health nurse should be 

strengthened. 

It is very difficult for nurse~ to carry out their duties in 

the conditions which exist on the sites - lack of water and 

sanitation and overcrowded caravans. 

A strong case exists for the provision of mobile clinics to 

visit the sites at regular times and the introduction (in 

1985) of one such clinic by the Eastern Health Board is a 

welcome advance. One of the most important features of 

mobile clinics is their potential for improving the level 

of ante-natal care for mothers - with a consequent improve

ment in the health of their children. 

1 Northern Ireland reports also stress the risks to health 

from living on unserviced sites where there is no sanitation, 

no adequate water supply and where rubbish and vermin 

accumulate. Again, as in the Republic, there are consider

able difficulties in providing adequate health care for 

travellers on these sites and there is a high incidence of 

admission of travelling children to hospital with chest and 

gastro-intestinal disorders. It has been noted also that 

traveller children are more likely to be taken into care 
2 

because of risks to their health than for any other reason. 

1. N.I. Council for Travelling People, Annua1 Report 1981, 
pp.8-10; F.A. Livingston, "The Difficulty of Maintaining 
Continuity of Health Care for the Itinerant Families", 
unpubl.ished. 

2. N.I. Council for Travelling People, op.cit., p.lO. 
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8. COMMUNITY ATTITUDES TOWARDS TRAVELLERS 

The comments of the Commission on Itinerancy, written more 

than 20 years ago, on the attitude of settled people towards 

travellers are equally applicable to-day: 

" (Their) plight ... and their isolation by the settled 
community .•• is a serious problem and one which has not 
troubled the public conscience to any degree. The 
concern which the Commission found among very many 
members of the public that the problem of itinerancy 
should be solved was one which stemmed from a desire 
to deal with a nuisance to the se.ttled community 
rather than from any desire to ameliorate the lot of 
families living a primitive and harsh existence ... 
There is so far little apparent desire on the part 
of the general public to act collectively for the 
betterment of the itinerants as they do in many ways 
for other poor sections of the community. In general, 
little serious consideration has so far been given 
either to the futility or the grave social injustice 
of a policy of just moving them on. The argument that 
itinerants are free to leave the road of their own 
volition and that their plight is of their own making 
does not bear examination. Little heed is given to 
the virtually insuperable difficulties which face the 
unaided efforts of an itinerant family to settle."l 

The results ofa nationwide survey, carried out in 1977, high

light the extent of prejudice against travellers: a majority 

of the respondents, regardless of socio-demographic background, 

attributed negative qualities to travellers, expressed distrust 

of them and a desire to avoid personal contact with them.
2 

1. Report of the Cornmission on Itinerancx", op.cit., .p.l03. 

2. E.E. Davis, J.W. Grube and M. Morgan, Attitudes Towards 
poverty and Related Social Issues in Ireland, Dublin: 
The Economic and Social Research Institute, 1984, 
pp.79-90. 
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The Review Body considered that the negative attitudes of 

settled people may, in part, be accounted for by the fact that 

the vast majority of them have " ... very little detailed knowledge 

of travellers and the problems they face. Only a small number 

of people have more than cursory contact with travellers and 

fewer still are on sufficiently friendly terms to engage 

freely in conversation with them."l 

Among the unfavourable stereotyped images of travellers are 

that they are dirty, drunken, lazy, violent and involved in 

crime. 

These generalised allegations do not stand up to examination. 

For example, as the Review Body notes: "Contrary to wha't is 

frequently implied, travellers are, by nature, clean in their 

person and when given facilities they use them. This desired 

state of cleanliness is unobtainable for families encamped in 
2 surroundings of mud and scrap." It appears that the public 

see the squalor of the camp sites 3 and immediately equate this 

with the personal habits of the travellers. Furthermore, 

settled people make the unfounded assumption that should 

travellers be accommodated near them, whether in houses or on 

serviced sites, they would create the same conditions. The 

fact is, of course, that the level of cleanliness in many 

traveller caravans, even on unauthorised sites, attains a 

standard above that of many homes of settled people. 

In relation to the question of alcohol abuse,the Review Body 

drew attention in its report to the results of two surveys 

which showed that alcoholism is not widespread among travellers. 

1. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.l.ll, p.25. 

2. Ibid, para.l.9, p.25. 

3. It might be noted that is is not unknown for settled 
people to dump their rubbish on these sites, thus adding 
to the unsightliness for which, of course, the travellers 
are held to be responsible. 
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It was satisfied that " ... there is no evidence that excessive 

drinking is significantly worse than, or even as great as, 

among the general population."l Traveller drinking, of 

course, tends to be more public than that of settled people 

for while publicans will sell alcohol to travellers, many 

will not permit them to consume it on the premises. 

As for being lazy - traveller women have a very hard working 

life indeed and the men, for whom formal employment opportun

ities are very limited; are, as already noted, usually 

occupied in some form of work activity, not least of all in 

mending and improving their caravans and cars. 

In regard to the accusation of violence, it is true that 

brawling has been a feature of traveller life and that it 

continues to be so, even to-day, though t~ a more limited 

extent. However, their brawling is usually among themselves, 

for travellers generally do not have recourse to the law to 

settle differences - instead a family fight is often the 

method used to settle disagreements. 

There is no evidence to suggest that the level of criminal 

activity among travellers generally is higher than that among 

the settled population; mostly their crimes are not of a 

serious nature. 

However, as within the settled community, the incidence of 

traveller involvement in serious and organised crime has 

increased in recent years, though not to a greater extent 

than the incidence in the community generally has increased. 

Unfortunately, a traveller is more likely to be put under 

suspicion than is the average citizen. 

As one person who has been working with travellers for a long 

1. Ibid., para.I.5, p.24. 
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time has said, "travellers cannot win" - those who are poor 

are considered lazy, while those who manage to earn some 

income and provide better accommodation come under suspicion 

of having made this money illegally, whether by defrauding 

the state or cheating the public. Again, because some travel

lers have made money, all are considered to be wealthy and 

therefore not in need of help. Similarly, because some travel

lers have been convicted of serious crimes, all are branded as 

vicious criminals. 

Of course, there are features of traveller life which create 

problems for the settled community and travellers must recogn

ise this: they " ... must learn to understand the anxieties of 

the settled community. They must realise that certain of 

their actions, such as brawling, street begging and allowing 

horses to wander, cause offence and they should take steps to 

eliminate the practices where they persist."l 

However, it is no more justifiable to attribute to all members 

of the traveller population the negative characteristics of 

some of them than it would be to do so in relation to the 

settled community. As the Review Body pointed out "The stereo

typed traveller is no more a reality than the stereotyped stage 

Irishman. Conduct of travellers ranges through the spectrum of 

social and moral behaviour found in the general population, 

from the scrupulously honest and upright to the drunken 
. 2 

vagabond. " 

Nevertheless many settled people do have a very real fear, 

however unfounded, of travellers which some people working with 

them do not appreciate. The fact that, for reasons outlined 

earlier in this report, travellers now tend to congregate in 

larger groups in or near urban areas, and to remain there for 

1. Ibid., para.5.2, p.31. 

2. Ibid., para.l.4, p.24. 
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a considerable length of time, serves to heighten the anxiet

ies of settled "people, especially those living near the sites. 

Given that travellers are a very small minority in the country 

and that they are a politically and socially powerless group, 

it does seem that the major initiative to create better rela

tions must come from the settled community. 

A first step in this regard would be, as the Review Body 

recommended, to make every effort " ... to inform the general 

population of the needs of travellers and their plight. III 

Yet the Government's Policy Statement of July 1984 made no 

reference to specific measures to implement this recommend

ation. 

Some efforts have been made in the area of public education, 

for example, the information literature produced by the 

National .Council for Travelling People and the video pre

pared by the Dublin Committee for Travelling People and the 

Society of St. Vincent de paul. 2 

Given the extent and depth of prejudice against travellers, 

however, clearly a much more extensive education campaign is 

required. 

1. Ibid., para. 5.1., p. 31. 

2. It is understood that one of the functions of the Advisory 
Council to be set up by the Minister for the Environment 
in Northern Ireland is likely to be the education of 
settled people in order to help create better relations 
between them and travellers. 
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Davis, Grube and Morgan in their study also comment on the 

need for a concerted effort to inform the community about 

travellers. In addition, however, they stress the need to 

appeal to peoples' ideals and values in order to awaken in 

them a sense of responsibility for alleviating the conditions 

in which so many travellers are forced to live. l 

There are, of course, concerned people - and travellers 

themselves - speaking out on behalf of the traveller community 

at both local and national level. Such people, however, are 

too few in number to be able to arouse the degree of national 

consciousness about the injustice of the situation that would 

effect a significant change in attitude. 

It is obvious then that the initiative in this area must come 

from those in positions of leadership, such as politicians 

and Churchmen. 

Given their minority status and their lack of economic and 

social power, travellers are not in a position to exert 

pressure to win strong support from politicians generally, 

either at local or national level. And apart from a few 

exceptions, politicians have not of their own volition taken 

up the cause of the travellers. For the most part they only 

become involved when they come under pressure 'from their 

settled constituents opposed to accommodation plans. More 

often than not they have succumbed to this pressure and, in 

some cases, have openly sided with anti-traveller groups. 

The minority of politicians who have consistently tried to 

advance the welfare of travellers - often at personal cost 

in terms of votes - deserve high praise for their principled 

stance. 

1. Davis, Grube and Morgan, op.cit., pp.llO-ll. 
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The Church is the other major institution which could be 

expected to provide leadership - its role is discussed in 

the next section (9). 

The media also have a most important role in the shaping of 

community opinion. Television, radio and newspapers have 

enormous potential for informing people about the harsh 

reality of the lives of many travellers and, indeed, about 

their very positive qualities. 

There have been instances where the media have treated issues 

relating to the situation of travellers both skilfully and 

sensitively. There have been other instances, however, where 

the treatment was more likely to reinforce negative attitudes. 

The media coverage of instances in 1984 of violent crime 

against elderly people living alone illustrates this: the 

fact that travelling people were questioned about these 

crimes was highlighted but the fact that people other than 

travellers were also questioned was not given similar 

attention. 

The Council feels that given the present level of antipathy 

towards travellers there is a particular onus on the media 

to ensure that reporting and comment is always balanced. 

One aspect of media coverage which is a cause of much annoy

ance to travellers is the persistance of some of the media 

in referring to them as 'itinerants' a term which they 

intensely dislike. With some thought this could be rectified 

immediately. 
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9. THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH 

The Church with its basic message concerning the dignity and 

equality of all people in Christ, and with its special con

cern for the deprived, is in a unique position to influence 

public attitudes towards travellers. l 

In the current situation, this will require more than preach

ing of a general nature: it will mean clearly defining what 

are the obligations of parishioners in any given community. 

It will require also, that Bishops and clergy be prepared to 

face, and continually oppose, not only the indifference, but 

the outright hostility of many of their congregations -

particularly in relation to specific proposals for the pro

vision of accommodation. 

However, a necessary prerequisite to the Church seeking to 

change attitudes is that priests be well-informed about 

travellers. 

The Review Body report pointed out that " ... lack of knowledge 

of travellers and their way of life is likely to be as high 

amongst the clergy as amongst the population at large.,,2 

Indeed most priests have only limited contact with travelling 

people - frequently confined to alms-giving when travellers 

1. Davis, Grube and Morgan in their report commented: "Given 
the overwhelmingly Catholic composition of the population 
sampled ... and the high degree of religiosity expressed by 
the sample ... strongly exercised leadership from this 
source (the Church) should be effective." (op.cit., p.113) 

2. Report of the Travelling People Review Body, op.cit., 
para.5.7, p.104. 

~. 
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call at their homes. l 

Churchmen, of course, have spoken out on behalf of travellers. 

Public reaction has often been that the Church itself should 

respond to the plight of the travellers on the roadside by 

making available some of its land and property to provide 

accommodation. 

While this indeed could be an appropriate response from the 

Church there are two pOints that need to be highlighted in 

relation to it. Firstly, the Church has in the past assisted 

travellers in many practical ways, including the provision of 

land and property, and it is continuing to do so.2 Indeed, 

the help given by the Church over the years seems to have 

gone largely unrecognised except by some people directly 
3 involved with travellers .. 

Secondly, there is a danger that where there is institutional 

Church commitment not only the State, but the community, will 

be very happy to leave this area of social care to it - and 

to its voluntary groups - as if action at that level thereby 

exonerated Church members generally from any responsibility 

in the matter. It is vital, therefore, that the Church makes 

it absolutely clear that the responsibility for meeting the 

needs of travellers is a communal one. 

1. In relation to alms-giving the Council feels that giving 
money is rarely the appropriate response. Priests should, 
the Council suggests, try to ascertain where the travel
lers are living and whether they are in touch with sources 
of help before deciding whether or not to give money. 

2. There have been examples of offers of diocesan land and 
property having to be refused' by local authorities 
because of community opposition. 

3. A summary of information received from dioceses outlining 
their work with travellers is given in Appendix II. 
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In order to emphasise this community responsibility the Council 

feels that local clergy should be encouraged to regard travel

lers living in their parishes as their parishioners and to 

accept responsibility for their pastoral care. By meeting and 

visiting travellers and calling on those of them from their 

parishes who are in hospital, priests will develop their under

standing of travellers and so be better able to lead parish~ 

ioners in responding to their needs. 

Parish clergy should support and, possibly, become members of 

local committees for travelling people - and indeed encourage 

parishioners to do likewise. Membership of these committees 

is often quite small and the group can be regarded with 

suspicion by local people. Furthermore, priests could encour

age the coming together of small groups of parishioners to 

offer support and help to travellers living in their areas -

ranging from the provision of services to simple befriending. 

People in a number of areas are already doing this. 

In their roles as managers and principals of schools, priests, 

religious and lay people could take a firm line with parents 

who threaten to withdraw their children from a school which 

has traveller children enrolled, and similarly no school 

should refuse to accept traveller children solely on the 

grounds that another school elsewhere in the town is 'the 

school for travellers'. Neither should they accept practices 

which segregate travelling children, or their teachers, such 

as separate starting/finishing times and separate play times. 

There is no doubt that a large part of the progress in raising 

the level of attendance of traveller children at primary school 

is due to the tremendous commitment and work of the female 
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religious orders. Only in recent times, however, have the 

male religious orders begun to examine what contribution they 

can make. This is a most welcome development. 

In regard to this the Council feels that, apart from activ

ities similar to the nuns in the education field, male 

religious could make a special contribution in work with 

adult traveller males. The-strict male/female roles in the 

traveller community means that, in general, contacts between 

nuns, social workers and voluntary workers and travellers 

are ~ainly with the women. 

, 
Religious orders which decide to allocate members to work 

with travellers should ensure that such personnel are care

fully selected and well-prepared, and that they work in co

operation with others in the field and in furtherance of 

specific planned objectives. 

There is one small section of the traveller population whom, 

it is suggested, religious orders could particularly help -

those families who, for various reasons, are isolated from 

the general traveller community and whose needs will not be 

met in any of the usual accommodation arrangements. Religious 

orders might consider providing sites for these families who 

by and large live in, or on the outskirts of, cities. For any 

individual order this would mean providing a site for only one 

family - since the families need to live on their own. The 

site, however, should be developed, properly serviced and 

maintained by the local authority. The order might also try 

to provide support and special care for that fa~ily. 

In all these various ways the Church can give leadership. In 

essence the demand of the Church is that those who profess to 

be Christian respect the dignity and rights of travelling 
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people and respond to their needs ~ the needs of their 

brothers and sisters in Christ. "It is dishonest when we say 

that we love God but abuse his image and deface his likeness 

in our fellow-men."l 

1. The Work of Justice: Irish Bishops' Pastoral, Dublin: 
Veritas, 1977, para.15, p.8. 
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APPE!\1)IX 1 

1984 ANNUAL COONI' OF 'IRA"JEILER FAMILIES 

Standard Chalets on Group Trailers Total Roadside, Total Transient Traders 
Housing Sites Housing on Halts Settled 

Carlow 16 3 4 23 22 45 

Cavan 10 10 31 41 12 

Clare 23 2 8 13 46 36 82 8 

Cork (City) 77 22 99 20 119 21 

(County) 48 2 11 61 54 115 29 2 

Donegal 26 3 9 38 24 62 4 

Dublin (Corp) 100 109 63 272 62 334 20 

(County) 78 12 90 284 374 18 

Dun Laoghaire 4 4 24 28 5 

Galway (City) 78 78 31 109 11 

(County) 109 16 125 118 243 7 

Kerry 79 3 2 4 88 43 131 7 

Kildare 4 4 36 40 7 

Kilkenny 13 13 17 30 13 3 -

Laoghis 3 2 5 28 33 3 3 

Leitrim 13 9 22 J.. 25 

Limerick (City) 25 4 4 33 40 73 14 3 

(County) 51 19 70 21.. 121 :ll 

Longford 44 8 11 63 21 84 

Louth 38 15 1 54 13 67 9 

Mayo 59 59 28 87 7 

Meath 41 41 52 93 25 

Monaghan 21 2 23 19 42 10 

Offaly 38 1 4 43 39 82 11 2 

Roscormon 20 23 43 10 53 4 

Sligo 12 2 14 15 29 7 

Tipperary N.R. 30 5 35 42 77 15 

S.R. 15 15 38 53 18' 3 

h'aterford (City) 25 2 27 13 40 9 

(County) 6 6 4 10 

Westmeath 70 1 71 23 94 2 

Wexford 80 4 11 95 35 130 11 

Wi ckl ow 25 25 25 50 7 

1281 167 36 211 1695 1301 2996 314 27 
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APPENDIX II 

CHURCH RESPONSE· TO TRAVELLERS' NEEDS 

This Appendix presents a summary of information provided by 

dioceses in response to a request from the Council for some 

details of their work with travellers. 

Each diocese has a priest with special responsibility for the 

pastoral care of travellers. In most dioceses he undertakes 

this in addition to his other work, but in three dioceses 

there are priests working full-time with travelling people -

two priests in one diocese and one in each of the other two. 

The primary responsibility of the priests is in relation to 

the preparation of traveller couples for marriage. The work 

of the priests, however, can extend beyond this to include 

activities such as regular pastoral visit~ng; officiating at 

marriages, baptisms and funerals; and celebrating Mass on 

special occasions, when a family moves into anew house, for 

example. They may also organise pilgrimages and prayer 

groups, some of the latter involving both travellers and 

settled people. 

A number of the priests have, as a result of their pastoral 

work, become involved in efforts to meet the housing and 

education needs of travellers and in the provision of youth 

and adult clubs for them. Some have become members of local 

settlement committees. 

About half the dioceses have made land and/or property avail

able for travellers' needs. 

Diocesan land has been given for houses and sites, and in one 
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diocese for a horticultural project; diocesan property has 

been handed over to provide homes for travellers, and for 

preschool, day-care and training facilities; diocesan funds 

have been allocated to help purchase houses for travellers, 

renovate buildings for schools and hostels; provide financial 

help for settled travellers and buy furniture and cooking 

utensils for those moving into houses. 

Religious orders, principally female, have given land for 

sites, buildings for conversion into special classes and 

training centres, and their premises to be used to provide 

facilities for preschools, special classes and literacy 

classes. 

In virtually all dioceses, orders of nuns are involved in 

working with travelling people: in some dioceses several 

orders are involved. Sisters have been released to work full

time with the travellers in a number of areas, some of them 

going to live on sites - in chalets or trailers - among the 

travellers. 

Apart from their work in education and training (discussed 

under 4 below) nuns are engaged in a wide range of care 

activities. These include visitation of homes and sites; 

helping newly-housed families; mate~ial help; social work; 

provision of classes in cookery, home-care, hygiene and 

child-care; and running youth clubs and social centres. 

Nuns are also engaged in the pastoral care of travellers, 

with particular focus on preparation for the sacraments. 
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In several dioceses nuns are members of settlement committees. 

4. Church-based educational initiatives 

More than half the dioceses make special provision for 

traveller children at primary school level. This includes 

special classes; special tuition; transport for the children 

to and from school; and the provision of meals, uniforms, 

books, washing and laundry facilities. 

Quite a few dioceses have preschool facilities. Many of the 

premises for these are provided by the Church which, in some 

cases, also assists with the management, running and financing 

of them. 

There is, for reasons noted in the report, a very low rate of 

attendance of travelling children at post-primary schools. 

Church initiatives at this level centre on encouraging the 

children to transfer to post-primary schooling and facilitat

ing this where necessary by, for example, providing books and 

uniforms. In a few instances convent post-primary schools 

provide special classes for traveller children. 

A number of dioceses have been involved in the setting up of 

the training centres for young adults and in. encouraging and 

supporting these. Some are also involved in adult education 

for travellers. 

These include: 

holidays for travellers; 

provision of temporary dwellings; 
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provision of caravans for individual families; 

making available a parish social centre for traveller 

functions; 

renovating traveller houses in poor repair; 

provision of basic facilities for an unauthorised site; 

employment of young travellers by female religious orders; 

helping travellers find employment. 
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The Council for Social Welfare was established by the Irish 
Catholic Hierarchy, in 1970, to provide the Bishops with 
professional advice on social welf~re matters and to promote 

, sensitivity towards, and action on, social need. 

The Council has prepared reports for the Bishops on a wide>" 
range of social issues and some of these reports have been 
published, including A Statemerlt on Social Policy; A Statement 
on Family Law Reform; Planning for Social Development; 
and The Prison System. It has also organised a number of 
conferenc,es, including the Kilkenny Conferences on Poverty 
1971, 1974; 1981 and the 1984 Malahide conference on health 
policy. The proceedings of all the Council's conferences have ' 
been published. 


