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The Challenges Faced by Irish Travellers Living in the UK in Today’s Society

In the society of today, there are many challenges that are faced by different groups. In this assignment, I will be focusing on the many challenges faced by Irish Travellers living in the UK in today's society and potential solutions to these challenges. According to the International Business Times (2017), ‘The Irish Travellers, sometimes called Pavees, are an ethnically Irish Nomadic community.’ They have a separate identity, culture and heritage from the community and their presence can be traced back to Twelfth Century Ireland, with migrations to Britain beginning in the Nineteenth Century (The Traveller Movement, 2017). They are categorised as an ethnic minority group under the Human Rights Act (2010) and they have their own language, known as Shelta (The Traveller Movement, 2017).  Because Irish Travellers are an ethnic minority group, they are also protected under the Equality Act (2010) which states that race includes ethnic or national origins. This suggests that Irish Travellers are legally protected from discrimination in the workplace and in wider society (EOC, 2022). However, there is evidence that Irish Travellers do still face discrimination and challenges today.

One of the many challenges that Irish Travellers face is living conditions. For example, the 2011 census conducted by the government states that ‘34% of Gypsy or Irish Traveller households owned their own home, compared with a national average of 64%.’ (GOV.UK, 2022). This suggests that many Irish Travellers are in rented or other accommodation and are struggling to earn enough to own their own property. Additionally, GOV.UK (2022) states that;

caravans or other mobile or temporary homes accounted for 24% of Gypsy or Irish Traveller accommodation, a far higher percentage then for the whole of England and Wales (0.3%).

This shows that nearly a quarter of Irish Travellers are either living in homes for a very short period or not living in homes at all. There is evidence to suggest that living in these conditions can be hard and challenging. For example, Gmelch and Gmelch (2014, p.193) suggest that ‘Today the vast majority of Irish Travellers live in houses or in caravans packed more or less permanently on often very crowded traveller sites.’ This offers a narrative that many Irish Travellers live in poor, and unhealthy housing conditions, which according to the World Health Organisation (2018), can cause serious health conditions such as respiratory diseases including asthma and cardiovascular diseases, as well as mental health issues and other infectious diseases. However, The Irish Travellers Accommodation Strategy 2021-2026 (2021) which was published by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, aims to give solutions to the challenges that Irish Travellers face with accommodation. For example, the Irish Travellers Accommodation Strategy 2021-2026 (2021) sets out aims and objectives for the Nothern Ireland Housing Executive to fulfil. The aims of the strategy are to address the accommodation needs of Irish Travellers and to ensure that Irish Travellers are provided with adequate and suitable accommodation that promotes equality and opportunity, as well as meeting their specific needs. Additionally, some of the objectives of the strategy are to provide safe accommodation for Irish Travellers to reside in and to support Irish Travellers in remaining in their accommodation of their choice through ‘easily accessible housing services’ (Northern Ireland Housing Executive, 2021-2026, 2021, p.8). This shows that action is being taken to prevent Irish Travellers from being overcrowded in sites so that they can live in safe and equal housing. 

Another challenge that Irish Travellers face is in fact health. According to the government, in 2016 to 2017, Irish Travellers aged 65 and over had the lowest health related quality of life compared to other ethnic groups and that ‘In 2011, 14.1% of Gypsy and Irish Traveller people in England and Wales rated their health as very bad, compared to 5.6% on average for all ethnic groups’ (GOV.UK, 2022). One reason for these statistics could be because Irish Travellers could have a lower level of access to health care, which is suggested by justicestudio, who suggest in their article that ‘Regularly moving location can make it hard to engage with health care, whether moves are by choice or enforced by local regulations’ (justicestudio, 2020). This point can be linked to the accommodation challenges that Irish Travellers face, as many have temporary homes, which suggest that Irish Travellers are constantly having to move on, which according to justicestudio, means that GPs can’t register them because they need a permanent address, which means that health records can’t often be accessed (justicestudio, 2020). Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that discrimination can cause poor mental health in Irish Travellers. For example, a scholarly journal published by McGorrian, Quirke and Kellecher (2011, p. A78) states that ‘Experience of discrimination is a significant associate of mental ill-health in Irish Travellers.’ This shows that the way that people act towards Irish Travellers can have a severe effect on them if it is negative. The effect of discrimination is explained by eSchoolToday, who states on their webpage that ‘it results in anxiety, sadness, depression, and a feeling of guilt and emptiness’ (eSchoolToday, 2022). According to justicestudio (2020), it is vital to break down some of the barriers between Irish Travellers and health professionals and that that there are examples of work being done which are having success. An example of this is the Sussex Traveller Health Project, which allowed a Gypsy and Irish Traveller outreach worker to set up support groups after visiting Traveller sites, as well as settled Travellers. However, these groups were for women only so that they could ‘identify their own needs and problems’ (Matthews, 2008, p. 9). This could be a potential solution for Irish Travellers that are looking for medical and general advice.

Additionally, another challenge faced by Irish Travellers in today's society is education, which can be seen by analysing the image below;

Figure 1: Educational attainment among Gypsy, Roma, Irish Traveller and pupils from all ethnic groups
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(GOV.UK, 2022)

When looking at the statistics shown by Figure 1, it shows that standards of education of Irish Travellers are much lower when contrasted to all other ethnic groups except Gypsy or Roma in primary education. Furthermore, the number of Irish Travellers getting a 5+ in English and Maths are also below all other ethnic groups except Gypsies/Roma and lastly, Irish Travellers getting grades A or above at A level are also lower. This shows that overall, the educational attainment of Irish Travellers is much lower compared to all other ethnic groups except Gypsies/Roma. According to Pavee Point, ‘It can be argued that a contributing factor to the low levels of attainment of Travellers in education is the lack of visibility of Traveller culture within the school system’ (Pavee Point, 2010, p.3). Even though this argument is from an Irish report, it could still help to explain exactly why attainment levels of Irish Travellers in the UK is so low. It also suggests that for attainment levels to be brought up, schools need to visualise and accommodate Irish Traveller culture. Another solution to gaining higher attainment levels from Irish Travellers in education could be the Traveller Education and Support Service, which was set up by the Department of Education (2022). This is a regional service set up in April 2013. The Traveller Education and Support Service ‘seeks to support schools, Traveller children and young people and their families across the north of Ireland. Additionally, the Department for Education suggests that The Traveller Education and Support Service is being implemented through working with schools to help improve education for Irish Traveller children. (Department of Education, 2022). This shows that the government is putting policies in place to help support Irish Travellers through education which could result in the rise of attainment levels.

Furthermore, another challenge faced by Irish Travellers today is employment. According to a 2011 government census, ‘47% of Gypsy or Irish Traveller people aged 16 and over were economically active, compared to an average of 63% in England and Wales’ (GOV.UK, 2022). This shows that many Irish Travellers are not working and could be struggling to find work. In addition, Gypsy and Irish Traveller groups are the lowest percentage when it comes to being in the highest socio-economic groups (GOV.UK, 2022). One reason for this could be linked to the challenges that Irish Travellers face in education. According to 19395pwpadmin (2011), ‘Degree holders earned an average of £12,000 a year more than non-graduates over the past decade.’ This could explain why not many Irish Travellers are in the highest socio-economic groups as attainment levels in Irish Travellers is low in education when compared to other ethnic groups, as shown in Figure 1. Additionally, some would suggest that the labour market often cause issues for Irish Travellers because they are a member of the Irish Traveller community, these issues could relate to unequal treatment, discrimination and failures to accommodate diversity (Traveller Health Unit, Eastern Region, 2007, p.15). This suggests that the discrimination that Irish Travellers can face in everyday life is also being reflected in the labour market. According to Colins (2017 p. 90), Many Irish Travellers can maintain a sustainable and successful business with the proper support for them put in place. This could be a co-ordinated approach with other Irish Traveller organisations. Collins (2017 p. 90) suggests that these organisations could develop a National Traveller Employment/Enterprise Strategy that would require ‘positive action measures, targeted and adequately resourced employment, training and enterprise measures for Travellers to increase their access to the labour market.’  This can also be supported by policy and national agreements. This approach has seen success in other areas such as accommodation and health care within the Irish Traveller community (Collins, 2017, p. 91). This data published by Colins (2017 pp. 90-91) could be valuable to finding a solution for the issues that Irish Travellers face when seeking employment. 

Additionally, another significant challenge that Irish Travellers face in society today is Racism. For example, Dugan (2014) states that ‘nine out of 10 gypsy, traveller and Roma children in the UK have suffered racial abuse.’ This can have a detrimental effect on the lives of Irish Travellers and harm them in many different ways. Foster (2012 p.6) argues that TV programs such as the Big Fat Gypsy series and the advertising for the show has caused significant and long-term harm to the social inclusion of Irish Travellers. The harm is in many different forms, such as sexual and physical assault, bullying, hostile questioning and general racism. The effect of this abuse can be detrimental as BBC News (2022) states that ‘Racism and discrimination are being blamed for high suicide rates amongst Irish Travellers’ and that ‘Suicide accounts for more than one in 10 deaths in the community.’ To help prevent racism in the workplace, CIPD (2021) states that ‘employers need to critically appraise their organisational culture from top to bottom and address racism at a systematic level.’ This suggests that employers are not doing this yet, and that more work needs to be done. 
In conclusion, I have learned of the many different and significant challenges that Irish Travellers in the UK face in society today, as well as what policies and actions have been put in place to help solve these difficult issues, such as The Irish Travellers Accommodation Strategy 2021-2026 (Northern Ireland Housing Executive, 2021) and the Sussex Traveller Health Project (Matthews, 2008, p.10). There is also evidence to suggest that the government is also trying to improve the attainment levels through the Traveller Education and Support Service (Department of Education, 2022). However, there is evidence that more could be done which can be seen in the argument that CIPD (2021) presents, especially in the workforce so that Irish Travellers are not discriminated against and are treated equally to the rest of society. 
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