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1. Origin of the travelling community in Ireland.

The travelling community has been part of Irish society for centuries.   The community encompasses the group of people living in Ireland who share a distinctive cultural identity related to a nomadic way of life. This identity is marked by a number of common features; a common history and experience, an oral tradition, their own language, value system and, the most well known feature, their nomadic way of life. There has been a reluctance in Ireland to acknowledge travellers as having a separate ethnic identity despite these common cultural features that are not shared by the majority population.   

There are a number of theories of traveller origin.   One theory has suggested that travellers originated from the Famine period when people were forced off the land and had little option but to adapt to a nomadic way of life in order to survive. Some  authors trace the Irish Travellers back in history to 200 AD or even as early as 600 BC when metalworkers travelled the country with their families. These families were joined by travelling musicians and later by Druid priests displaced from their villages after Christianity defeated Druidism.   

Travellers were craftsmen, entertainers, message carriers, horse traders, tinsmiths, engaged in buying and selling goods and provided a seasonal labour force with a variety of skills. The activities that they were involved in were all specifically linked with the economic need to travel and lead a nomadic life.   As industrialisation brought new manufacturing methods and created urban industrial centres, travellers as with other groups in Ireland began to experience a change in their role in Irish society and had to adapt their lifestyle to accommodate these changes. Under many pressures to adopt a sedentary or settled lifestyle travellers have resisted. Most of the travellers' traditional crafts such as spoon-mending, tinsmithing and flower-making have now disappeared and now travellers are often employed in the recycling of tin and horse dealing.   Traveller musicians have included the great uilleann piper Felix Doran and the world-renowned folk musicians The Furey Brothers. 

It is, estimated that there were about 25,000 travellers in Ireland,1 making them roughly 1% of the total population. The group as a whole is much younger than the general population with more than 50% under 15 years of age and only 5% living to be 50 years old and 1% reaching the age of 65 (as compared to 11% of the entire population.) Travellers tend to marry young, and the average family size is eight children. 2
2.
The Situation of Travellers in Irish Society.

Individuals, when recognised as travellers, are sometimes arbitrarily refused entry or access to public places or services such as: shops, pubs, restaurants, laundries and leisure facilities. They often experience verbal or physical abuse because of their identity.   A number of public houses consistently refuse to serve travellers, while others do so occasionally.   For many years travellers experienced segregation in the provision of social welfare services. Currently travellers who wish to avail of supplementary welfare in some major Irish cities have to accept a 'special' segregated service. Traveller children in schools also experience segregation through 'special classes' for those who are of a lower intellectual standard than mainstream classes, although the current policy of the Department of Education is based on the promotion of integration. Some schools still refuse to accept Travellers using the pretext of being full or unsuitable, despite the grants that the Irish government makes available to schools which count traveller children as their pupils.   

The most public and controversial area where anti-traveller discrimination arises is in relation to the provision of accommodation. Elected local councillors who sit on urban authorities know that their political survival depends on the support of local residents who make their opposition to travellers living in 'their' areas very clear. Local authorities have also undertaken to place rocks or other immovable objects along roadsides where travellers camped or might camp illegally.    The local authorities provide standard houses for some traveller households and in addition traveller-specific accommodation as follows: group housing, permanent halting sites, and temporary halting sites. The 1995 Task Force Report drew attention to the deficiencies in this provision: 1,085 Traveller households living in trailers squatting on roadsides; 275 households in temporary sites; no provision for transient families; lack of facilities and/or culturally inappropriate facilities; lack of planning for the projected traveller population increase; absence of a comprehensive government plan to accommodate Travellers.

The deplorable living circumstances of many travellers, because of the lack of suitable accommodation, is a crucial factor in the poor health of travellers. The life expectancy of travellers is far below the national average, with traveller men and traveller women living on average ten years and twelve years less than settled peoples. Traveller infant mortality is more than twice that of the majority population.Infant mortality for travellers in 1987 was 18.1 per 1,000 births compared to the national figure of 7.4. 

Traveller children have traditionally not reached the same educational levels as the settled population. Programs are underway to increase access to education and training for the travellers by both the school system and by private organizations focused on support of the traveller community. However there still remains a substantial number of traveller children who do not attend primary school on a full-time, regular basis. This can be due to the living circumstances of the parents or to difficulty in gaining access to schools. It is estimated that only about 10% of travellers continue on to second level and very few of these complete the full cycle.
 Only a handful of travellers go on to third level. 

Traveller participation in the mainstream labour force is very low. This low participation is attributed to a number of factors: a preference for self-employment and work in the traveller economy, discrimination, lack of skills and qualifications, low pay and poor work conditions and nomadism. The vast majority of traveller households are dependent on social welfare. 

There are approximately 25,000 travellers in Ireland; constituting less than 1% of the total population. In view of this, providing well serviced accommodation for all traveller families is not an unrealistic aim. However, in 1998, 24% of travellers6 were living in unserviced sites or by the side of the road. Unserviced sites lack the following basic requirements: regular refuse collection, running water, toilets, bath and showers, access to electricity and fire precautions. The traveller community face opposition to the provision of accommodation from sections of the settled community. However, better serviced accommodation is an important factor in alleviating the serious hostility and discrimination shown to travellers by many in the settled community. Where travellers are accommodated in proper serviced halting sites or group housing schemes, opposition to travellers living in the area greatly diminishes or evaporates. Also where halting sites are well serviced they have little or no negative impact on the residential property market. traveller specific accommodation includes, serviced halting sites, group housing schemes and transient sites. 

3.
…..The Changes Begin

In Ireland's past, as elsewhere, the travellers were typically a group that existed on the fringe of society. They were often characterized and stereotyped as criminals and travelling con-artists, viewed as a problem to be dealt with. One official set of "solutions" to the travelling community was proposed by the Report of the Commission on Itinerancy in 1963. Most of these solutions were along the lines of assimilation into the rest of Irish society, settlement, and rehabilitation. One of the common criticisms of this report is that it totally disregarded the wishes of the travellers and ignored the possibility that there was prejudice and bias against them. 7
In 1960 the Irish Government established a Commission on Itinerancy whose report was published three years later. The starting point for the Commission was that itinerancy was a problem to be eliminated, and rehabilitation, settlement and assimilation were the means for achieving this. Travellers were viewed as a problem; the Commission Report comments on the social and ethical behaviour of travellers and their tendency to keep aloof from the majority population.8 There was no explicit acknowledgement or examination of discrimination towards travellers. In the subsequent two decades the Report of the Commission provided a framework for action and understanding of traveller issues. Travellers were frequently referred to as being in need of charity rather than rights. Around this time a civil rights movement emerged amongst the travellers. In 1963 a school for travellers, St. Christopher's School, was built and  opened on an unofficial site in County Dublin. On January 6 1964 it was burnt down by Dublin Corporation employees and later re-built on a different site. In 1964 the Itinerant Action Group was set up to fight for better living conditions and access to education. In 1981 travellers took a test case to the Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg claiming that their constitutional right to educate their children was denied by their being moved constantly without caravan sites being available. Families sought the ruling that they could not be evicted unless an alternative site was provided. The Court ruled favorably. So, in that same year, a new report was requested and the Travelling People Review Body was set up by the Minister of Health. It consisted of 24 members, including representatives of the National Council for Travelling People (a network of settlement committees) and three Travellers. Its remit was to review current policies and services for the travelling people in order to improve the then current situation. The group reported in 1983. This report had the benefit of twenty years experience since the earlier report and shows a significant shift in thinking by policy makers and others involved with travellers.

Opposition from settled and traveller activists to the assimilationist approach contributed to a revision of the thinking. Concepts such as absorption, settlement, assimilation and rehabilitation were no longer acceptable and were rejected in the report. The term 'itinerant', which was associated with vagrancy and deviancy, was replaced with 'traveller', which was a recognition of a distinct identity. The thrust of this report, as that of 1963, was the need to provide official stopping places for the travellers' caravans and to help with education and employment. 

The Task Force on the Travelling Community was set up in 1993 consisting of individuals selected from relevant government departments and representatives from Traveller organisations. and published yet another report two years later. It provided a comprehensive overview of traveller issues and demonstrated a clear shift from the assimilation and integration policies of previous reports. The report operated out of a human rights approach and its recommendations were welcomed by traveller organisations. The report also referred to the need to combat discrimination with legislation and education. The document devotes a full section to the issue of discrimination, which is a reflection of the fact that the key traveller support groups had made this a priority issue for the previous ten years. It had also become a major media issue. Discrimination and access feature right through the document in relation to traveller/settled relations, culture, accommodation, health, education and training, youth service provision, the traveller economy, traveller women and disabled travellers. 

The Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform made a commitment to put a centralised Monitoring Committee in place to co-ordinate the inter-departmental approach to the implementation of the Task Force recommendations. In March 1996 a National Strategy for Traveller Accommodation was announced to provide 3,100 units of accommodation. A Traveller Accommodation Unit was established at the Department of the Environment to oversee the strategy. An external body, the National Traveller Consultative Group to deal specifically with Traveller issues and the implementation of the Task Force recommendations. This group consisted of representatives from the Department of the Environment and Traveller organisations. The Department of Education also set up an internal structure, but has yet to put in place an external one. Other departments have been slower in putting these structures in place.


 The Task Force Report on the Travelling Community (1995) made a number of recommendations that challenge racism and discrimination by protecting Travellers in the law and providing a system of redress. Two recent pieces of legislation the Employment Equality Act 1998 and the Equal Status Bill 1999 also outlaw discrimination against Travellers. The Employment Equality Act, 1998 which came into force in October 1999 outlaws direct and indirect discrimination in all areas relevant to employment on nine distinct grounds including membership of the travelling community. Two new bodies are established under the Act: the Equality Agency which will work to eliminate discrimination and promote equality of opportunity and the Director of Equality Investigations which will be the forum of redress for equality cases.The Equal Status Bill 1999 which was published in July 1999 prohibits discrimination on nine grounds including membership of the travelling community. It gives protection against discrimination in non-employment areas including education, provision of goods, services and accommodation and disposal of property. Services are defined broadly to include access to public places, banking and insurance services, entertainment, facilities for refreshment and transport. Harassment on discriminatory grounds in these areas will also be prohibited. 9
In 2003 a new five-year strategy was announced to deal with the housing problem.   The plan proposed the provision of 3000 housing units for travellers. The plan provides for a combination of halting sites, transient halting sites and houses. Local authorities are to prepare five-year plans for the allocation of the accommodation. New legislation is also in the pipeline to clarify the obligations of local authorities towards the travelling community. Authorities will also be given further powers to deal with travellers camping illegally within a specified distance of existing halting sites.


4.
Conclusion – what brought about the change in policy??? What have the results been for the  travelling community???

The Housing (Traveller Accommodation) Act 1998 places a statutory obligation on Local Authorities to meet the accommodation needs of Travellers. They are required to implement an accommodation programme that would include this range of accommodation provision as well as standard local authority housing for travellers for whom this is their preferred option. Each local authority is to have their traveller accommodation programme agreed by the end of March 2000. In 1995, the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community recommended that 3,100 units of traveller specific accommodation be provided by the year 2000. By the end of 1999 only 98 units of this accommodation have been provided. The legislation of 2003, which proposed new five year plans from urban and rural authorities had been proposed in the 1995 Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community.   This shows the lethargy of state apparatus in helping to provide adequate facilities for the travelling community and in living up to their promises.   However, slow as they are these changes are coming, the more positive legislation in recent years has also led to changes in the policies and directions of non-governmental organisations.

In recent years, links have been developed between Traveller and Gypsy organisations throughout the EU. Traveller organisations have played an active role in other organisations such as the European Anti-Poverty network (EAPN); in events like the Social Forum; in campaigns such as that led by the Starting Line Group; in the lobbying for the inclusion of a non-discrimination clause in the Treaties during the preparations for the 1997 Intragovernmental Conference (IGC); and in committees and events during the 1997 European Year Against Racism.  The new willingness to include travellers in legislation resulted in Traveller Support Groups, travellers and others mobilising as advocates for travellers' rights. It has also been facilitated to some extent by outside influences. In 1991, the European Parliament Committee of Inquiry on Racism and Xenophobia reported that, in Ireland: "The single most discriminated against ethnic group is the Travelling People".10 

While there is a willingness to acknowledge that there is widespread prejudice towards travellers in Irish society and also a recognition of discrimination against travellers there is still strong resistance among the Irish public, to calling the treatment of Travellers racist. The marginalisation of travellers in Irish society is acknowledged by people of varying political positions and approaches. Past policies, while designed to overcome this marginalisation, have sometimes exacerbated the situation because of a failure to grasp the nature of the oppression experienced by travellers. In order to address this situation there is need for a comprehensive approach involving statutory and voluntary bodies.11 Legislation, information, and awareness-raising are needed to protect people and to overcome obstacles to equality. At a National level both Pavee Point and the Irish Traveller Movement are involved with international exchanges and programmes.  Leading politicians and immigrant groups' s spokespersons have joined the call for the Government to appoint a "Minister of State" for Ethnic Minorities, as a matter of urgency. 

Until travellers have their own voice within Irish society, their culture will be disregarded. The casual power structures of travellers means they have, until recently, not been consulted by public bodies representing traveller interests. They are incredibly resistant to allowing their identity to be subsumed by the dominant group. Travellers want to hold on to their unique cultural identity and nomadic lifestyle. Assimilation has not worked. There are more travellers living in trailers now than in the year of the Report of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) and travellers still fare poorly on every indicator used to measure disadvantage: unemployment, poverty, social exclusion, health status, infant mortality, life expectancy, illiteracy, education and training levels, access to decision making and political representation, gender equality, access to credit, accommodation and living conditions.    However, government policy is changing, slowly as always but as media campaigns and positive reports from parntership programmes throughout the country filter through, the attitude of the Irish society as a whole is becoming softened towards the travelling community.   Exhibitions which display the culutral achievements of travellers go a long way towards educating the oyunger generation whos minds are less tainted with bitterness towards those so often seen as being too selfish to settle.   As we move forward in the new century and Ireland is now more a cultural melting pot than ever before the scene is set for a more accepting and open era, from which both majority and minority within the country can benefit.
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