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The Irish Chaplaincy in Britain, (ICB), commissioned Voices Unheard 
in response to the needs of the Travelling community as identified by 
two of the Chaplaincy’s projects. The Travellers’ Project which works 
with the Travelling community in Britain has consistently highlighted 
the profound and systemic marginalisation of the Travelling  
community in Britain and has noted with grave concern the  
increasingly high levels of imprisonment amongst this community. The 
Irish Council for Prisoners Overseas, (ICPO), through its work across 
the prison estate, has recorded high levels of discrimination, distress, 
self-harm and isolation experienced by Irish Traveller prisoners as a 
result of prejudice and the community’s cultural distinctiveness.
 
ICB was determined to address the issues faced by Irish Travellers in 
prison by establishing an accurate portrayal of their current situation 
through a methodologically robust research project. ICB sought, and 
gained financial support from The Allen Lane Foundation, Travellers 
Aid Trust and a donor who wished to remain anonymous, in order to 
implement the planned Travellers in Prison Research Project, (TPRP). 
On 29th July 2010, following an application to the National Research 
Committee of the National Offender Management Service, (NOMS), 
TPRP gained permission to conduct its proposed research nationally. 
The project began with quantitative research, based upon a survey 
of Irish Travellers across the prisons in England and Wales that was 
completed in October 2010.The next stage involved extended  
qualitative field research, including a series of interviews and  
focus groups with Irish Traveller prisoners across England and Wales. 
Voices Unheard is a presentation of the findings of the Travellers in 
Prison Research Project. 

Staff kept saying he needed a shower when he was very clean, 
like they thought of him as someone who doesn’t understand 
cleanliness because he used to live in a caravan because they 
don’t know the truth about Traveller morals and life.   
(Diversity Manager)

Report author and lead researcher: Conn Mac Gabhann
Researcher: Justin Glenister

Designer: Helen Pooley
Illustrator: Owen Pooley

The Irish Chaplaincy in Britain, (ICB), is a leading, innovative charity that provides high quality services and 
support to excluded, vulnerable and isolated Irish emigrants in Britain.
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this group. A priority area both nationally and locally is to ensure that the needs of Gypsy Traveller 
Roma prisoners are addressed. (NOMS, 2008, p.61)

In contrast with 15 other ethnic categories, despite the high visibility of Travellers in many prisons, and 
NOMS’ expressed concern over Travellers in prison there are, at the date of publication of this report, no 
official figures for the population of Irish Travellers or the combined population of Gypsies and Irish  
Travellers. 1 2 As a result, important issues affecting Irish Travellers in prison have been inadequately dealt 
with, to the economic and social detriment of society. 3 Without accurate statistics regarding the prison 
population, relevant government bodies are ill-equipped to challenge offending behaviour, encourage  
rehabilitation and implement successful resettlement strategies. 

The Travellers in Prison Research Project, (TPRP), the first national study of Irish Travellers in prison, begins 
to address this lack of monitoring and the consequent oversight of issues affecting this group.

1.1 Aims
The life of an Irish Traveller is often short, framed by exclusion and discrimination. In Britain and Ireland, 
opinion polls frequently identify Travellers as the most disliked group in society. 4 The negative social  
factors which face Irish Travellers in everyday life present serious challenges to prisons and prison staff in 
relation to the custody, rehabilitation and resettlement of Traveller prisoners. 5

A number of prisons and members of staff have made laudable efforts to develop effective strategies to 
work with Irish Travellers and deal with their distinctive needs. Indeed, TPRP identified prisons in which 
particularly dedicated staff in their own time and on a voluntary basis facilitate group meetings for  
Travellers. Unfortunately, however, many prisons have been unable or unwilling to address the particular 
needs of their Traveller population. 

Significantly, TPRP identified no overall strategy within prisons to deal with the specific custody,  
rehabilitation and resettlement needs of Irish Travellers. This seems to be a significant lacuna given,  
frequent replication of offender background, offending patterns and stated causes of offending behaviour. 
It is realistic to believe that given the relatively homogenous nature of this prisoner group that a consistent 
national strategy could improve rehabilitation and resettlement services. The human argument for such a 
change is obvious. 

The financial argument is no less compelling. Excluding expenditure met by other government  
departments such as health and education, NOMS spends between £23,040,000 and £38,385,000 per 
year on Irish Travellers in prison. 6  Holding in custody a prisoner group with recurring offending patterns 
and consequently identifiable rehabilitation interventions such as literacy training, employment skills and 
accommodation needs and yet not addressing these needs means that prisons continue to place an  
unnecessary burden on the tax payer by failing to challenge re-offending. This report, therefore, should 
serve as a catalyst for a formal re-evaluation of approaches to the rehabilitation of Travellers in prison.

In terms of the Travelling community itself and its supporters, this report may serve as an opportunity to 
reflect on the too frequent instances of imprisonment of Irish Travellers. It was not the purpose of TPRP to 
explore in depth the high levels, nor the impact, of imprisonment amongst the Travelling community as a 
whole. However, while this report takes account of the pervasive and sadly, often permitted discrimination 
affecting Travellers across all aspects of life, it also serves as a challenge to the community to tackle, in so 
far as it can, the factors which lead too many Travellers to prison.  

1   The 2011Census used a combined ‘Gypsy or Irish Traveller’ ethnic category,(Office for National Statistics, 2011). 
2    TPRP submitted two Freedom of Information Requests to the Ministry of Justice to ascertain the figures of Irish Traveller 

and/or Gypsy Roma Traveller prisoners. Population of Irish Travellers in prison in England and Wales, Ministry of Justice, 
reference: 64867 (May 2010) and Population of Gypsy Roma Traveller prisoners in England and Wales, Ministry of Justice, 
reference: 65399 (June 2010). TPRP was informed ‘this information is not recorded centrally on whether a prisoner is from 
an Irish Traveller background or not’ and ‘information is not recorded centrally on whether a prisoner is from a GTR  
background or not.’ 

3    In terms of the wider prison population the cost of reoffending is high, for example, ‘The National Audit Office has estimated 
that the social and economic costs of reoffending by those released from short sentences alone are between £7–10 billion a 
year,’ (MoJ, 2010). 

4   For attitudes to Travellers in the UK see, MORI , 2001. 
5    ‘Gypsies and Irish Travellers have the poorest life chances of any ethnic group today,’ (Commission for Racial Equality, 

Summary, 2006, p.2). 
6    Based on the average cost per prison place (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.6) and an Irish Traveller population in prison  

ranging  between 0.6% and 1% of the entire prison population.

1. Introduction 
The Irish Council for Prisoners Overseas, (ICPO), has provided advice 
and practical support to Irish prisoners for over 25 years in prisons 
across England and Wales. Throughout this period ICPO has  
highlighted the significant number of Irish Travellers in prison and the 
unequal hardships faced by this group. The Commission for Racial 
Equality, (CRE), in Race Equality in Prisons, (2003), echoed ICPO’s 
concern:

  Failure area: Access to goods, facilities or services… 
Prisoners with low literacy skills had difficulty adapting to 
prison life and accessing prison services. In the case of Irish 
Travellers, this is compounded by prejudice and  
discrimination, leading to high levels of self-harm.  
(Commission for Racial Equality, 2003, p.83)

The review of this CRE report, Race Review 2008, (2008), by the  
National Offender Management Service, (NOMS), found that  
serious problems remained regarding the treatment of Irish Travellers 
in prison:

   Overall, the Review Team [conducting the inquiry] was  
concerned that, five years on from the CRE report, there was 
still a lack of recognition in the establishments visited of the 
issues facing White minority groups and therefore no  
strategy in place to tackle these. Particular concerns relating 
to Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners included: difficulties  
accessing services, including offender behaviour  
programmes, as the literacy level required was too high,  
derogatory and racist name calling primarily by prisoners, and 
by some staff, in two of the prisons visited, lack of confidence 
in the complaints system and the lack of cultural awareness 
and understanding of staff. (NOMS, 2008, p.59)

Race Review 2008 expressed a hope that improved monitoring of 
Irish Travellers (and Gypsies) would improve access to the services 
and facilities which make possible a prisoner’s rehabilitation: 

  …the majority of establishments do not record how many 
Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners they have in their population. 
The Review Team found no monitoring of these groups being 
undertaken in the establishments visited, and Gypsy Traveller 
Roma prisoners complained that they did not feel their needs 
were considered. (NOMS, 2008, p.59)

  Given the lack of ethnic monitoring of Gypsy Traveller Roma 
prisoners in most establishments, further work is needed to 
ensure equality of access to goods, facilities and services for 
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TPRP, working with limited resources and limited access to prisons, has in this report managed to take a 
‘snapshot’ of Irish Travellers in prison. The research is not a complete picture of Irish Travellers in prison 
in England and Wales. It is, however, a first step in establishing the size of the Irish Traveller population in 
prison, their profile and the main issues which affect their progress on the journey of rehabilitation and  
resettlement. TPRP believes that this report and in particular its recommendations offer prisons, prison 
staff and Irish Travellers in prison, an opportunity to significantly improve the rehabilitation of a group,  
routinely (and inaccurately) characterised as ‘hard to reach.’ 

TPRP is confident that the modest proposals included in this report would benefit Irish Travellers in prison 
by enabling them to take control of their lives through suitable training and support. Crucially, society 
would, to an extent, be unburdened of the social and economic weight attendant on the widespread  
imprisonment of a marginalised group. Travellers with whom TPRP met almost unanimously spoke of the  
wastefulness of imprisonment, coupled with a sense of the inevitability of incarceration given their skill set 
which often excluded literacy. Irish Travellers in prison want, like society as a whole, to provide for their 
families and themselves and to live happy and constructive lives. It is, therefore, in the interests of both 
wider society and Irish Travellers to facilitate more effective strategies for the custody, rehabilitation and 
resettlement of this hitherto isolated section of the prison population.
 
One final observation – TPRP found that providing different approaches to the needs of Irish Travellers in 
prison is sometimes seen by prison governors and staff as showing preferential treatment for this group. 
Prisons and prison staff need to be reminded that providing equal opportunities may mean offering the 
same services in a flexible manner. The status quo means that a sizeable number of Irish Travellers pass 
through prison with little or no engagement with prison services – a costly mistake and a missed  
opportunity. The basic principle regarding the provision of services should not be one size fits all but rather 
what approach will succeed in achieving the successful rehabilitation of prisoners for their good and the 
good of society.

 

My son was 13 when he died…  
The governor told me I couldn’t go 
to the funeral because I came from 
‘the Travelling community’ and would 
abscond. The C of E chaplain heard it 
and couldn’t believe it. She was more 
shocked than me.  
I was moved [from the prison] the next 
day. 

8 9

I had thought of putting notices about the survey 
on the wings, but on reflection decided against, as 
a number of those I spoke to prefer not to advertise 
too widely that they are Travellers.  
(Prison chaplain)

I’ve been told that I’m aggressive because I use my 
hands when I speak. I’ve been told I’m threatening 
because I’ve got a loud voice. But if you came from a 
family of thirteen you’d be loud. It’s not  
aggression. It’s normal. It’s just how we talk. 

This young person finds his ‘confinement’  
particularly difficult especially as he is used to 
moving about from place to place.
(Prison officer)

They do not inform anyone they are Gypsies or 
Travellers as they are afraid they will be picked on 
by both staff and offenders.  
(Prison officer)

If you’re a Traveller you’re an outcast…if we put 
three sticks in the ground and a bit of canvas in a 
field they wouldn’t let us stay put for a week.  



Irish Travellers have been present in Britain from at least 1850 (Kenrick 
and Bakewell, 1990, p.10). They contributed significantly to  
British life in terms of providing the rural economy with craft skills and 
seasonal labour; and also, significantly, in their service in the British 
Army. 11 Post-1945 Britain saw a further wave of Irish Traveller  
migration as men came over from Ireland to build motorways and 
work as labourers (Kenrick and Clark,1995, p.20). Many settled in 
large urban centres like London, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds and 
Birmingham but later they moved to other parts of the UK, to both 
urban and rural locations. 

Irish Travellers were welcomed throughout rural Britain until the 1950s 
when they were seen as flexible migratory workers who also filled 
important niches in the economy by bartering, selling and recycling 
scarce commodities. Since the 1960s, however, urbanisation, mass 
production of cheap disposable plastics and other domestic items, 
and the mechanisation of agriculture changed the lives of Irish  
Travellers profoundly and undermined the basis of their rural economy 
in Britain and Ireland. As a result, Travellers became marginalised 
economically and have over time become increasingly marginalised 
socially, (Power, 2004, p.5).

2.2 Law and Obligations
Irish Travellers were established as a legally recognised ethnic group 
in 2000. 12 This year, for the first time they have been categorised as a 
distinct ethnic group on the national census. 13

As a legally recognised minority, the Equality Act 2010 places a  
positive legal obligation on the National Offender Management 
Service, (NOMS), to see their individual needs receive due regard. In 
terms of prison policies, services and staff this must be done in a way 
which:

•  Eliminates discrimination, harassment and victimisation  
towards Irish Travellers; 14

•  Fosters relations between Irish Traveller prisoners, staff and 
other prisoners by recognising the need to tackle prejudice 
and promote an understanding of Irish Traveller culture; 15 
and

•  Improves equality of opportunity for Irish Travellers in respect 
to prison services. 16

In meeting these obligations the Act necessarily allows scope for 
treating some prisoners more favourably than others. 17 Specific  
measures may therefore exist for one ethnic group to ensure that they 
have the same level of access and opportunity in respect to a  
particular service. 18    

11  See newspaper article, ‘Galway brothers who paid ultimate sacrifice,’ (News 
Letter, Belfast, 31st August 2009).

12 O’Leary v Allied Domecq, 29/8/2000, CL 950275
13 The 2011 Census used a combined ‘Gypsy or Irish Traveller’ category 
14 Equality Act 2010, s.149(1)(a) 
15 Equality Act 2010, ss.149(1)(c) and 149(5)
16 Equality Act 2010, s.149(1)(b)
17 Equality Act 2010, s.149(6)
18  ‘…specialist services may be needed to address the problems of groups of 

offenders with specific needs – such as…offenders from Traveller/Roma/Gypsy 
backgrounds – or to help some BAME [Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic]  
offenders  to engage with services which they would otherwise mistrust.’  
(Clinks and Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.3) 

I wish  
they’d see 

that  
we have  

a culture  
as well

2. Irish Travellers
Irish Travellers are traditionally a nomadic people who originated in 
Ireland. 7 While the majority of Irish Travellers live in Ireland there are 
Irish Traveller communities in a number of other countries including 
the United States and Germany. The largest Irish Traveller  
community outside of Ireland is based in the United Kingdom. There 
are no accurate figures for the population of Irish Travellers in the 
United Kingdom, however. 8 While Irish Traveller communities,  
particularly in Britain, maintain strong links with Ireland, the  
classification ‘Irish Traveller’ is most accurately seen as an ethnic 
identifier rather than an identifier of nationality. 

Irish Travellers possess a distinctive way of life, value system, culture 
and traditions. Their language is known as Shelta, of which there are 
two dialects, Gamin and Cant. Irish Travellers refer to themselves 
as ‘Pavees’ or ‘Minceir.’ The historical origins of Irish Travellers as a 
group remain unclear. Some historians argue that Irish Travellers are 
descended from the native Irish population, dispossessed as a result 
of social and political upheavals such as Oliver Cromwell’s military 
campaign in Ireland (1649–53) or the Great Famine in Ireland (1840s). 
Other analysts propose much earlier origins (McVeigh, 1997; Ó Riain, 
2000). Ó Riain claims there is evidence indicating the existence of 
nomadic groups in Ireland as early as the 5th Century AD (Ó Riain, 
2000, p. 8).

In the 21st Century, many members of Irish Traveller communities 
continue to prefer a nomadic, self-employed way of life within a 
cohesive extended family structure, in spite of the hostility exhibited 
towards them in the media and in government policies. 9 10  
Historically, Irish Travellers lived and travelled in horse drawn  
wagons, moving in pursuit of economic and social opportunities. In 
the 20th  Century, Travellers updated their traditional forms of  
transport by moving from horse-drawn wagons to motor homes,  
caravans and trailers. They did not abandon their preference for  
nomadism, however. Although many Irish Travellers live in trailers, 
there are also a significant number who live in flats and houses, either 
as a result of housing policies, limiting personal circumstances (such 
as illness or for accessing education) or by preference. Irish Travellers 
who live in permanent accommodation remain Irish Travellers.

2.1 Irish Travellers in Britain
   [The] nomadic rights [of Irish Travellers] have been severely 

curtailed by criminal justice legislation, commodification of 
marginal land, and settled people’s resistance to their  
nomadic way of life. Conflict has arisen between urban  
settled denizens, municipal authorities, police forces, and 
Irish Travellers over modes of living and access to scarce 
resources… (Power, 2004, p.5)

7    In contrast, it is widely believed that both English Gypsies (also known as 
Romanies or Romany Gypsies) and the Roma communities living across Europe 
originated in Northern India.

8    The Commission for Racial Equality estimated the combined number of Gypsies 
and Travellers in Britain to be 300,000 (CRE,  2006, p.4)

9    ‘…media commonly suggest to their readers, in their representations of  
Travellers, that this category of people routinely display certain negative  
characteristics not only typical of but essential to the group: that is, they  
represent Travellers in a stereotypical and prejudicial fashion.’  (Morris, 2000, 
p.213) 

10  The Criminal Justice and Public Order Act, 1994, withdrew the duty on local 
authorities to provide new sites and required Travellers to secure their own sites 
at a time when planning regulations had been considerably toughened. 
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NOMS also has obligations under the Human Rights Act 1998. These are to uphold the individual rights of 
prisoners enumerated in the European Convention of Human Rights. 19 Notably, these include respect for 
an individual’s private and family life 20 and protection from discrimination in the enjoyment of the protected 
rights. 21

NOMS recognises its equality obligations and their legal nature in its published guidance, ‘Promoting 
Equality in Prisons and Probation: the NOMS Single Equality Scheme 2009-2012’. In addition to listing the 
specific duties contained in the Equality Act it states:

  The governing principles to be adopted in meeting the general duty include the fact that  
promoting race equality is obligatory, and must be central to all functions, including planning, 
policy making, service delivery, regulation, inspection, enforcement and employment; that public 
authorities must meet the duty to promote equality of opportunity in all relevant functions; and that 
the weight given to race equality must be proportionate to its relevance to a particular function 
(e.g. those that affect the public most or different groups in different ways). (NOMS, 2009, p.32)

Despite this acknowledgment and the fact that the Glossary includes a ‘Gypsy Roma Traveller’  
acronym, the substantive text of the document makes no reference to Irish Travellers or indeed Gypsy 
Roma Travellers generally. While race appears as a prominent issue, the focus is entirely on meeting 
requirements as to other Black and Minority Ethnic, (BME), prisoners. As such, the specific needs of Irish 
Travellers, independent and different to those of the general BME community, have remained outside the 
scope of official attention. This is the case, notwithstanding the fact that NOMS is under a legal obligation 
to ensure their equality of opportunities and treatment.  

19 Human Rights Act 1998, s.6 
20 European Convention on Human Rights, Art.8 
21 European Convention on Human Rights, Art.14

Something seriously has to be done 
about it. Action in my mind speaks 
louder than words and if there’s 
nothing done about it...it will  
continue and continue to get worse. 
They think the Travelling  
community and the Travelling  
prisoners are rejects from society and 
that people don’t really give a damn 
about them, what happens to them 
right or wrong. It’s very easy for any-
one to write stuff but unless there’s 
action to back this up it’s just wasting 
time and wasting money...

12 13

A lot of men are cutting themselves for being 
alone…and committing suicide. Young [name of an 
Irish Traveller] killed himself here last week. They 
wouldn’t let him be with other Travellers and he 
asked again and again. He had no one to talk to 
but they just left him….

We aren’t treated as though we are foreign  
national prisoners, but we face the same difficulties 
as other groups. These aren’t recognised. 

He cannot read or write and never accessed 
school when growing up as his family were moving 
around. Also when mixing with settled people as a 
Traveller child in school he found it hard. He felt 
able to finally access education in prison.  
(Prison Officer)



In practice, prisons carried out the survey with varying degrees of effort, success and consultation with 
their Traveller population. In some cases, prisons simply provided a headcount of their Traveller population. 
In other cases, staff arranged meetings to consult with Travellers and made great effort to complete the 
survey as fully as was possible. 

117 prisons provided information on their Traveller population for TPRP. 15 prisons provided no response 
to TPRP’s requests for information on Irish Travellers. 6 prisons stated that they did not have the resources 
to carry out the survey; or that they did not record figures for Irish Travellers; while one prison stated that 
‘currently 38 prisoners identify as either Gypsy or Traveller’ but could not provide a further breakdown. 22 
32 prisons stated that they identified no Irish Travellers in their institutions. 85 prisons across England and 
Wales stated they had an Irish Traveller population.

TPRP is aware of substantial numbers of Irish Travellers in prison (through its contacts with ICPO) who 
were not counted or included in the survey in late September 2010. In prisons which provided no  
response, those that identified no Irish Travellers and those prisons that provided detailed data, TPRP 
found evidence of a significant undercount of Travellers overall within the prison estate. In one example of 
undercounting, a prison official in the north-west identified 13 Irish Travellers in prison while an ICPO  
contact who had visited the same prison in late September maintained the figure was in the high 40s.  
Likewise in three of the focus groups with Travellers (each group comprising 12 to 15 prisoners),  
participants indicated that there were at least double the number of Travellers in their respective  
institutions as were present in the meeting.

Crucially, however, the statistics presented in this report are based on data provided by staff of HM  
Prisons. The data does not wholly enumerate the size of the Irish Traveller population in prison in England 
and Wales, nor does it fully define the complex needs of this group. The figures herein represent a  
methodologically robust baseline upon which improved monitoring and service delivery can be based.

Prison officials identified 453 individuals, 0.6% of the prison population as coming from an Irish Traveller 
background. 23 For the purposes of an authentic depiction of the scale and therefore the relative  
importance of the issues affecting Irish Travellers in prison, TPRP has identified through the use of ICPO’s 
network of prison visitors and its database of Irish prisoners that the population of Travellers in late  
September 2010 may have been as high as 850, representing approximately 1% of the prison population 
in this period. Based upon these two sources, TPRP has employed these minimum and maximum levels 
for the purposes of this report. Therefore, the Irish Traveller population in prison lies within the range of 
0.6% to 1% of the total population of prisoners in England and Wales.

The survey data was captured in a one-page survey form which asked 16 questions on five areas: prisoner 
profile; the nature of offence(s) and sentence; health; education and training; and contact with family. All 
but three of the questions were to be answered by a tick box response, with additional space provided for 
more detailed responses.
 
The survey forms were anonymized by a process of coding in which the official completing the forms  
allocated each Traveller prisoner a number. This unique number was only used to refer to a specific  
prisoner both on the survey form itself and in any further communication with TPRP. This rigorous  
approach to maintaining anonymity was designed to promote confidence amongst prison officials and 
Irish Travellers in TPRP’s procedures. Furthermore, these measures should have enabled respondents to 
contribute data to TPRP without any fear of consequences from either prison staff or prisoners.

An additional element to the TPRP survey process as described above was the prison officials’ comment 
form. This form was for use by the official completing the prisoners’ survey forms. The prison officials’ 

22  TPRP did not include, in its final headcount, these 38 prisoners or other instances of Irish Travellers that could not be  
verified as solely Irish Travellers as opposed to prisoners within the combined category of Gypsy/Traveller.

23  This percentage is based on 453 Irish Travellers out of 71,708 prisoners in the prisons which submitted a response to TPRP. 
Scaled up for the entire prison population of 85,368 (24th September 2010) the minimum number of Irish Travellers in prison 
during this week was approximately 512. 

3. Methodology
TPRP’s fieldwork began in August 2010 following approval of the 
research proposal from the National Research Committee at NOMS. 
TPRP had two data collection phases: 1) Quantitative Data - a survey 
of Irish Travellers across the prison estate and a response form for 
prison staff; 2) Qualitative Data – a series of focus groups and  
interviews with Irish Travellers in seven prisons.

3.1 Quantitative Data
In mid-September 2010, TPRP sent survey packs to the diversity and 
chaplaincy teams in all prisons in England and Wales. We asked that 
a suitable prison official (i.e. the person who works most closely with 
Irish Travellers) take charge of completing the survey form for each 
Irish Traveller prisoner in the particular institution during the week 20th 
September to 27th September 2010. 

TPRP requested that a prison official complete the survey form 
for each Irish Traveller in custody based on their knowledge of the 
prisoner and obtainable information. This approach meant that the 
information provided through the survey had been mediated by an 
official with a vested interest in the depiction of his or her workplace 
and work practices. Given the reluctance of Irish Travellers in prison to 
identify themselves as Irish Travellers, the large size of some prisons 
and the heavy workload of prison staff, the information provided by 
prison officials on Irish Travellers must be seen as a minimum in terms 
of representing issues affecting Travellers.

This approach to collecting data was taken for a number of reasons, 
including:

1)  Many Traveller prisoners would find it difficult to complete a 
survey form due to poor levels of literacy;

2)  Prison officials have access to information concerning  
prisoners not available to the prisoners themselves;

3)  Some prison officials before the survey was distributed 
indicated that they would be unable to embark on a lengthy 
process of distribution and collection of survey forms with 
their Traveller population;  

4)  NOMS, the Prison Service and other government agencies 
are likely to trust the efforts and insights of prison officials 
over and above the views of prisoners or sympathetic  
organisations. However, this approach has the weakness that 
difficulties faced by Irish Travellers might be unknown to, or 
possibly, ignored by, prison staff conducting the survey.
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conflates Irish Travellers with Gypsies and Roma; and 2) literature from another jurisdiction, namely, the 
Republic of Ireland. 

Much of the literature from the UK combines Irish Travellers and Gypsies; sometimes including European 
Roma in this catch-all category.  Although, of course, there are similarities in the issues affecting Irish 
Travellers, Gypsies and Roma, there are also great distinctions. This report references UK research on the 
combined Irish Traveller and Gypsy communities whenever it is deemed that to do so reflects the  
situation of the Irish Travelling community in Britain.  As UK reports regarding the socio-economic,  
educational and health status of Irish Travellers and Gypsies largely agree that separately, the Irish  
Traveller and Gypsy communities are marginalised, TPRP’s use of these reports may be seen as legitimate 
and uncontroversial.

However, TPRP does reference a number of research reports emanating from research carried out in 
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland on Irish Travellers. Most prominently, this report utilises the All 
Ireland Traveller Health Study, (UCD, 2010). TPRP considers the use of this report and others to be valid, 
both in terms of explaining the context of the Irish Travelling community and in terms of methodological 
practice. The All Ireland Traveller Health Study was a major government (both UK and Irish) sponsored 
research project on the health of Irish Travellers. The study includes the Irish Traveller population within 
Northern Ireland, currently a constituent part of the United Kingdom. It is therefore likely to reflect to some 
degree the situation of Irish Travellers in the parts of the United Kingdom at issue here, namely, England 
and Wales. 

Principally, the choice of what third party material TPRP has used in this report is based on its particular 
relevance to the themes involved rather than whether the research was carried out in Ireland or Britain. In 
support of this approach, TPRP has identified that almost 45% of Irish Travellers in prison were born on 
the island of Ireland. It is therefore reasonable and necessary to use evidence as to the social, economic, 
cultural and health context of this nomadic group, from both their country of residence and (in the case of 
many Irish Travellers) from their country of origin.

Travellers are stereotyped. We are 
treated like a gang. Officers have had 
bad experiences with Travellers in the 
past, and they think all Travellers are 
trouble. 

comment form enabled prison staff to anonymously contribute their 
views, experiences and expertise on issues affecting Irish Travellers in 
prison. The prison officials’ comment form included four  
substantive questions/comment areas: 1) What (if any) particular  
difficulties face Irish Travellers in prison?; 2) How can these difficulties 
be addressed?; 3) What initiatives are there for Irish Traveller  
prisoners?; and a General Comments section. Out of 138 prisons 
contacted, 69 returned a comment form. 

Out of 453 identified Irish Traveller prisoners, 296 TPRP survey forms 
were submitted. Not all survey forms returned provided answers to 
all survey questions. For each calculation made in this report, the 
corresponding size of the particular data set is provided beneath each 
table of figures.

3.2 Qualitative Data
Following the completion of the TPRP survey, the project embarked 
on a series of focus groups and interviews with Traveller prisoners in 
order to explore in depth the issues raised by the survey data. This 
phase of the research, beginning in November 2010 and finishing in 
February 2011, engaged the participation of 57 Irish Traveller  
prisoners, in seven prisons. The prisons involved were located in 
Wales, the North West, the North East, the Midlands, the South East 
and London. Participants included category A, B, C and D  
offenders. One female prison was visited. One private prison was 
visited. A Young Offenders Institution (YOI) was not included as the 
distinctive and complex issues involved in matters of youth offending 
were beyond the scope of the project.

The TPRP focus groups and interviews were semi-structured in 
format. TPRP had identified a range of subject areas through the 
quantitative data provided by the survey and used this to identify 
discussion points. Initially, discussion focussed on education, health, 
family contact and cultural awareness. TPRP’s inquiry developed 
by responding to the issues identified as important by the Traveller 
participants. TPRP focus groups and interviews achieved significant 
depth of insight by facilitating Irish Traveller prisoners’ discussions 
on the matters that they identified as affecting them most seriously. 
As a result of this process, in which the Traveller participants led, the 
breadth and depth of the discussions expanded to include:  
accommodation, mental health, parole, Home Detention Curfew, 
(HDC), recall, reasons for offending and discrimination.

3.3 Literature
When compiling a report on a subject which is under-reported, one 
of the challenges is using what little material has been published on 
the subject in a judicious manner. This is the case when dealing with 
issues affecting Irish Travellers in Britain. TPRP have had to deal 
with two different forms of this problem, namely: 1) literature which 

For a  
Traveller,  

his  
mouth  

is his  
pen.
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4. Demographics
4.1 Findings

4.1.1 Minority Ethnic Group
Irish Travellers represent between 2.5% and 4% of the minority ethnic 
population in prison. 24

4.1.2 Foreign Nationals
Irish Travellers represent 2%-3% of the foreign national population in 
prison in England and Wales when nationality is based on being born 
in another jurisdiction (i.e. the Republic of Ireland). 25

Irish Travellers may represent 5%-8% of the foreign national  
population in prison when the Irish government’s definition of Irish 
nationality is used as the defining criteria. 26

4.1.3 Gender
The research identified that 93.6% of Irish Travellers in prison were 
male and that 6.4% were female. This can be compared to official 
statistics representing all prisoners nationwide of 95% male and 5% 
female, recorded by the Ministry of Justice on 10th September 2010. 27 

4.1.4 Place of Birth
   #  %

Great Britain  159  54.3

Republic of Ireland 111  37.9

Northern Ireland  20  6.8

Other   3  1

Table 1. 293 Respondents

54.3% of Irish Travellers in prison in England and Wales were born in 
Great Britain. 37.9% of Irish Travellers in prison were born in the  
Republic of Ireland. 6.8% of Irish Travellers in prison were born in 
Northern Ireland. 

4.1.5 Ages: All Irish Traveller Prisoners
   #  %
20-30   111  39.5

30-40   83  29.5

40-50   48  17.1

15-20   24  8.5

50-60   12  4.3

60-70   3  1.1

Table 2: 281 Respondents

24  Based upon a figure of 22,292 minority ethnic prisoners in the overall prison 
population, (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.28).

25  Based upon a figure of 11, 367 foreign national prisoners in the overall prison 
population, (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.28).

26  Entitlement to Irish Citizenship: ‘Every person born on the island of Ireland  
before 1 January, 2005 is entitled to be an Irish citizen. The citizenship of a 
person born on the island of Ireland on or after 1 January, 2005 depends on the 
citizenship of the person’s parents at the time of the person’s birth or the  
residency history of one of the parents prior to the birth… Under the Irish 
Nationality and Citizenship Acts, 1956 to 2004, a person who was born outside 
Ireland is automatically an Irish citizen by descent if one of that person’s parents 
was an Irish citizen who was born in Ireland.

27  Table 1.2, Offender Management Statistics Quarterly Bulletin July to September 
2010, England and Wales
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At Reception [into prison], I said I’m a Traveller. The 
man said ‘So you’re Irish? Then you are W2  
[White Irish]’. 

I live on a camp [unofficial site]. I’m down as NFA 
[No Fixed Abode] and I don’t want to go to a hostel 
so straight away I’m recalled. 

An officer told me, ‘I must have washed your app  
[application for a course] in the washing machine; 
it was in my trousers.’ 

If you put a trailer as an address you’ll never get a 
tag [Home Detention Curfew]. 



4.1.6 Ages: Irish Traveller Prisoners in Comparison with the Overall Prisoner Population
   Ministry of Justice (85,429)  Irish Travellers (281)
   #  %   #  %

Adults   73,678  86.3   146  51.9

Young adults  10,114  11.8   130  46.3

15-17 year olds  1,637  1.9   5  1.8

Table 3: 281 Respondents

4.1.7 Accommodation Prior to Imprisonment
   #  %
House   126  44.8

Authorised Site  84  29.9

Flat   30  10.7

Unauthorised Site 20  7.1

Other   13  4.6

No Fixed Abode  8  2.9

Table 4: 281 Respondents

TPRP found that most Irish Travellers in prison normally (i.e. prior to imprisonment) live in a house or a flat, 
55.5%.  This finding mirrors the situation nationally with most Travellers now believed to live in housing. In 
many cases, settlement in housing is due to an inadequate supply of Traveller sites rather than preference 
and indeed, often results in isolation, loss of family support and psychological distress, (Greenfields, 2009, 
p.1-p.2).

TPRP’s findings on the percentage of housed Irish Travellers emphasises that Irish Traveller ethnicity is not 
dependent on the type of accommodation in which a Traveller normally resides. Prison staff in a number 
of prisons suggested that certain prisoners should not be included in the research because ‘They’ve never 
travelled,’ or because they were ‘settled.’ Some prison staff were unaware that Irish Travellers were an 
ethnic grouping regardless of the type of housing in which they normally resided. 28

TPRP found that 29.9% of Irish Travellers in prison normally live on authorised sites. Authorised sites 
include Traveller sites which are publicly owned and rented and self-provided private sites which have the 
required planning permission. In most cases, authorised sites possess a postcode.

TPRP found that 7.1% of Irish Travellers normally reside on unauthorised sites. Unauthorised sites include 
Traveller sites owned by Travellers which do not have the required planning permission; and sites on public 
and private land not belonging to Travellers and with no planning permission. In most cases, unauthorised 
sites do not possess a postcode.

28  Indeed, the ‘inadequate supply’ of Traveller sites and ‘explicitly sedentarist state policies’ often impose housed  
accommodation on Travellers contrary to their preference and traditional way of life, (Greenfields, 2009, p.1- p.2). It is also 
likely that TPRP’s findings drawn largely from official prison data, may not account for the fact that, ‘many Irish Travellers 
are now seasonally nomadic,’ (Power, 2004, p.6).

They keep themselves to themselves. 
(Prison Officer)
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Although not many Travellers have been identified, 
we can run a prisoner group if demand warrants it. 
(Equalities Officer)

It’s like this. When I first came in and I asked for 
something I was given an app [application] to fill in. 
Nobody else was, they didn’t have to… they could 
all write but I was given one [an application]  
because they knew I couldn’t fill it in. That’s why I 
learned to read and write. 

I have checked with the Head of Diversity and we 
are not currently in a position to identify this 
group within the prisoner population although we 
are hoping to address this in the near future. 
(Prison Officer)



5. Discrimination
5.1 Findings

•  Irish Travellers and some prison staff reported discriminatory 
treatment of Irish Travellers on the basis of their ethnicity

•  Irish Travellers and some prison staff reported that racist and 
derogatory terms such as ‘pikey’ and ‘gypo’ were frequently 
used in reference to Irish Traveller prisoners

•  Most prisons have failed to formulate or implement  
measures to ensure equality of opportunity for this prisoner 
group despite the stated ‘priority’ given to addressing ‘the 
needs of Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners’ (NOMS, 2008 p.61)

5.2 Context
  Overall, the Review Team was concerned that, five years on 

from the CRE report, there was still a lack of  
recognition in the establishments visited of the issues facing 
White minority groups and therefore no strategy in place to 
tackle these. Particular concerns relating to Gypsy  
Traveller Roma prisoners included: difficulties accessing 
services, including offender behaviour programmes, as the 
literacy level required was too high, derogatory and racist 
name calling primarily by prisoners, and by some staff, in two 
of the prisons visited, lack of confidence in the complaints 
system and the lack of cultural awareness and understanding 
of staff. (NOMS, 2008, p.59)

  Given the lack of ethnic monitoring of Gypsy Traveller Roma 
prisoners in most establishments, further work is needed to 
ensure equality of access to goods, facilities and services 
for this group. A priority area both nationally and locally is to 
ensure that the needs of Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners are 
addressed. (NOMS, 2008, p.61)

  There is a need for better training that raises awareness of 
GTR issues for all staff. Negative perceptions of GTR  
prisoners in the mind of some staff are largely the result of 
ignorance… Accountable GTR staff members require specific 
training to meet individual GTR prisoner needs. All staff need 
to be made aware of the GTR culture and the disparate and 
diverse nature of communities in order to be able to respond 
appropriately on a daily basis…  (Nacro, 2009, p.24)

 

5.3 Commentary

  The Prison Service has a positive duty, and is committed, to: eliminate unlawful discrimination; 
promote equality of opportunity; and promote good relations between people of different racial 
groups. Unlawful discrimination on the basis of colour, race, nationality, ethnic or national origin,  
or religion is prohibited, as is any racially abusive or insulting language or behaviour on the part  
of any member of staff, prisoner or visitor. Action will be taken against anyone who contravenes 
this policy statement.

 In order to make good this intent, prison establishments must work to ensure that:

  Direct discrimination, harassment, victimisation and incitement to racial hatred are prevented and 
tackled and good relations between people of different racial groups promoted;

 Indirect discrimination is prevented and tackled and equality of opportunity promoted.

 (Prison Service Order 2800)

 
   Maintenance of order and discipline…
  ...At all times the treatment of prisoners shall be such as to encourage their self-respect and a 

sense of personal responsibility...

  Offences against discipline 
  A prisoner is guilty of an offence against discipline if he – …
  ...is disrespectful to any officer, or any person (other than a prisoner) who is at the prison for the 

purpose of working there, or any person visiting a prison; 
 ...uses threatening, abusive or insulting words or behaviour; 
 ...uses threatening, abusive or insulting racist words or behaviour…

 Interpretation of rule 51 
  … For the purposes of rule 51 words, behaviour or material are racist if they demonstrate, or are 

motivated (wholly or partly) by, hostility to members of a racial group (whether identifiable or not) 
based on their membership (or presumed membership) of a racial group, and “membership”,  
“presumed”, “racial group” and “racially aggravated” shall have the meanings assigned to them  
by section 28 of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998(a).

 (Prison Rules 1999 consolidated January 2010)

Most participants in TPRP focus groups stated that derogatory terms such as ‘pikey’ and ‘gypo’ were 
commonly used by some staff and prisoners. On a number of occasions, prison staff informed TPRP of 
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instances of racist name-calling. On one of TPRP’s visits for a focus 
group, a prison officer informed TPRP that fellow officers had used 
the term ‘pikies’ while assembling participants. Traveller prisoners 
often felt that such name-calling was unremarkable because of its  
frequency. They did however feel that if they were to use racist 
language about an officer or another prisoner then they would be 
punished. Traveller prisoners also stated that because they rarely 
complained about racist treatment by other prisoners and instead 
sought redress themselves with perpetrators, they were often doubly 
victimised.

Some Traveller prisoners felt that the acceptability of terms such as 
‘paddy’ and persistent allusions to stereotypes of Irish people as 
intellectually inferior, unpredictable and drunken were offensive. One 
prisoner made the point that constant talk by prison officers which 
depicted Irish people as alcoholics might be acceptable in certain 
circumstances but that in prison, when one could not respond for fear 
of incurring punishment, such stereotypes had a demoralising effect 
on prisoners from an Irish background.

Most worryingly, some prisons appeared not to treat racism directed 
towards Irish Traveller prisoners seriously. TPRP found evidence that 
the use of derogatory terms, practices which tended to make access 
to services more difficult for Travellers than others, and the handling 
of complaints, indicated an acceptance of prejudice directed towards 
this prisoner group.

5.3.1 Prison Atmosphere
  They keep themselves to themselves. (Prison chaplain,  

Midlands)

The inability to participate in services caused by poor literacy has 
created an atmosphere in which Irish Travellers are deemed by some 
prison staff to be, at best, disinterested in education and rehabilitation 
and at worst, uncooperative. This scenario appears to have  
contributed, in some instances, to a negative perception of Irish  
Travellers amongst prison staff, in turn leading, on occasion, to a 
breakdown in communication between staff and prisoners. A  
breakdown in communication between prison staff and a prisoner 
will only ever produce a detrimental effect on the prisoner involved. In 
many cases, we found that Traveller prisoners feeling belittled by 
individual officers attempted to avoid all but minimal contact with 
staff.

  When I asked him [a prison officer] what had happened my 
app [application] he said it must have been in his trousers 
when he put them in the washing machine. So I haven’t  
bothered going back to him. (Irish Traveller prisoner, North 
West)

As a result of limited participation in prison services due mainly to 
poor literacy TPRP found that there was a widespread impression 
that Travellers were simply insular and had no interest in engaging 
with services. This perception appeared to reinforce disengagement 
by Travellers with services in prison. Indeed, this characterisation of 

One officer 
wouldn’t let 

me have the 
weights in 

the gym. He 
said I’d steal 
them to sell 

for scrap, 
When I’m 

locked away 
in here! 

Irish Travellers has contributed to a vicious circle in which they are considered ‘a hard to reach group’ and 
therefore culturally appropriate services are deemed unnecessary, by virtue of the current low levels of 
Travellers accessing services.

  Although not many Travellers have been identified, we can run a prisoner group if demand  
warrants it. (Equalities Officer, London)

An example of this mutual mistrust (and a strategy to overcome it) was observed during one prison visit 
to a recently initiated Travellers’ group meeting in the Midlands. A number of Traveller prisoners stated 
that they ‘wouldn’t ask for anything from them [staff],’ perceiving unfair treatment from some officers. The 
group named officers who they trusted and all did accept that some officers would try to help if asked. 
However, the group generally made it clear that a sense of mistrust of some staff meant that in general, 
they were unlikely to ask for assistance from staff. 

In the course of the meeting, the Traveller prisoners raised a series of issues regarding phone calls, prison 
visits, diversity representatives, employment and a listener scheme amongst others. One member of staff 
present managed to resolve the vast majority of issues, firstly by clarifying prison policy and then by acting 
on the outstanding requests for assistance. Remarkably, many of the Irish Travellers requesting  
information had been in this particular prison for a significant length of time and so, one would have  
assumed, would know how to access prison services. Yet the Travellers at the meeting had limited or no 
knowledge of issues they regarded as important, such as the possibility of exchanging prison visits for 
phone calls. Up to this point, the Irish Travellers in this prison, it appeared, were unaware of how to access 
services and facilities in the prison. 

As a result of not knowing how to access services and facilities, the Travellers in this prison by and large 
did not try to access them. Crucially, Travellers at this meeting expressed satisfaction that procedures had 
been explained to them and that they could thereby better access prison services. Likewise, the prison 
officer expressed satisfaction and surprise that the resolution of many issues for Travellers was simply a 
matter of explaining policy and processing applications.

 

We are going through a spate of  
bullying at the moment and one of the 
groups targeted have been a group of 
three Traveller lads. There have been 
threats and abusive names shouted but 
they won’t say who is the ring leader 
as they don’t want to be seen as  
‘grasses’. The lads themselves have  
requested to stay in their cells and to 
move prisons. What really disturbs us 
is that they say some staff treat them 
like this. 
(Prison Officer)
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6. Offences and  
Sentencing
6.1 Findings

The research identified that 26.4% of Irish Travellers in prison were 
serving immediate custodial sentences or on remand for burglary 
offences. This was closely followed by offences relating to violence 
against a person at 22.6%, which can be broken down to 4.7%  
murder, 1.7% manslaughter and 16.2% non-fatal harm. Robbery 
was the next most common at 14.5%. For theft and handling stolen 

     All Prisoners   Irish Travellers
     #  %  #  %

Violence against the person  23,612  28  67  22.6

Drug offences    12,692  15  5  1.7

Sexual offences    10,594  12.6  13  4.4

Robbery    10,359  12.3  43  14.5 

Other offences    9,719  11.5  30  10.1

Burglary     8,318  9.9  78  26.4

Theft and Handling   5,124  6.1  23  7.8

Fraud and Forgery   1,888  2.2  9  3

Not recorded / Unknown   1,027  1.2  13  4.4

Motoring offences   989  1.2  15  5.1

Table 5: 296 Respondents

     All Prisoners   Irish Travellers
     #  %  #  %

  Sentenced  71,744  85  245  84.5 

  Remand  12,706  15  45  15.5

  Table 6: 290 Respondents

 
     Official statistics (78,663) Irish Travellers
     #  %  #  %
 Remand   12,706  16.1  45  15.5

 Less or equal to 6 months 5,532  7  20  6.9

 >6 months to <12 months 2,564  3.3  6  2.1

 12 months to < 4 years  20,674  26.3  85  29.3

 > 4 years   37,187  47.3  124  42.4

 Table 7: 290 Respondents, 11 (3.8%) prisoners responded as sentenced but did not specify length 
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I’ve heard a lot of officers say ‘pikey’… but there are 
a lot of good officers too. 

Let’s be honest, we [Irish Travellers] haven’t always 
helped ourselves but when you grow up and always 
hear you’re nothing… well it has an effect.

People are racist to Travellers but all ethnicities 
get racism.  

We’re the very last rung on the ladder, the lowest. 
You can see it in their eyes. The way they treat you 
–  we never get the benefit of doubt.

A number of RIRFs [Racist Incident Reporting 
Forms] have been issued but it’s just the same old 
faces.

(Diversity Manager)



goods, 7.8% were detained, of which 5.1% were for theft and 2.7% for handling. Motoring offences were 
the cause of 5.1% being detained, which can be broken down to 2.4% for dangerous driving, 0.3% of 
reckless driving, 1% for taking without consent and 1.4% for other driving offences. Of the remaining  
prisoners, 4.4% were detained for sexual offences, 1.7% for drug offences and 10.1% for other offences. 
The remaining 4.4% of the responses failed to indicate an offence.  

These results can be compared with statistics for all prisoners recorded during the same week. Table 5 
displays the TPRP’s figures alongside statistics recorded through a survey of the overall prison population 
carried out by the Ministry of Justice as to the type of offences. 29

TPRP also found that 84.5% of Irish Travellers in prison were serving sentences. Those on remand  
accounted for 15.5% of the population. These results are compared to figures recorded by the Ministry of 
Justice for the entire prison population in Table 6. 30

6.2 Context
  In more recent decades the traditional skills of barter and trade between Travellers and the general 

community have changed. A thing of the past is the nomadic tinsmith in rural life who performed 
a service in exchange for goods or food and who moved relatively freely in a society where most 
people were not particularly affluent anyway, but were largely self sufficient (Gmelch and Gmelch, 
1976). The whole basis of …society has shifted, it has become more polarised and sharply divided 
on class lines (Kelleher, 2007; Balanda and Wilde, 2001 and 2003), and traditional skills have been 
replaced by mass production of goods and services on which everyone now relies and must find 
monetary means to purchase. Some Travellers have adapted well with antique dealing, horse 
trading, sports and music participation but the mass of the community has not. The lack of a skill 
or trade and lack of earnings have created a dependence on state welfare and contributed to a 
sense of frustration and futility, according to our findings. (UCD, 2010, p.165)

6.3 Commentary
While there is a similar correlation between the statistics for Irish Travellers and the general prison  
population in respect of nature of sentences, there appears striking differences in the data spread for  
committed and alleged offences. The research has identified that 51.7% of the offences committed by Irish 
Travellers involve the unlawful obtaining of property. 31 This can be compared to a corresponding figure of 
30.5% for all prisoners nationwide. Furthermore, burglary accounts for 26.4 % of the offences committed 
by Irish Travellers, which can be compared to a figure of 9.9% for the entire prison population. 

This high proportion of offences involving misappropriated property is typical of a minority group who are 
socially and economically marginalised in society. 

  Recent research indicates that income inequality is the most consistent structural correlate of 
rates for theft and other forms of property crime. All forms of theft tend to occur disproportionately 
in poor, isolated, socially disadvantaged neighbourhoods. (Miller, 2009)

In criminology, the rationale for this occurrence lies in ‘strain theory’ which, put simply, suggests that a lack 
of legitimate opportunities to achieve material success will lead to criminal activity as an alternative  
method to achieving it. Therefore, in Traveller communities, where employment is scarce and the prospect 
of moving out of poverty seems remote, one would expect to find higher rates of offences involving  
misappropriated property. This results from the fact Travellers have one of the lowest levels of legitimate 
opportunities, and therefore unlawfully obtaining the property of another becomes a conceivable means to 
success. In this way, the proportional spread of Irish Traveller offences is indicative and the consequence 
of a lifestyle with everyday survival as its primary aim.

29 Table 1.3a, Offender Management Statistics Quarterly Bulletin July to September 2010, England and Wales.
30 Table 1.1a, Offender Management Statistics Quarterly Bulletin July to September 2010, England and Wales.
31 Percentages for Robbery, Burglary, Theft and Handling stolen goods, and Fraud and Forgery combined.
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They don’t tend to sign up for education classes 
because they feel at a disadvantage. 

(Prison chaplain)

Now you need cards and qualifications to do  
Traveller jobs. We’re being shut out.  [Another  
responds:] That’s why you need to get them things 
while you’re inside. Skills and all that.

You see a generator there, it’s worth 400 pound. 
That’ll look after your family for a week so you 
take it. 

No Traveller wants to work for another man,  
[mass agreement] so there’s no point bothering 
with courses he’s not going to use. 

You need to be able to read and write for the  
modern world. 

You’ve got to make the effort yourself to  
learn...it’s never going to be easy but they could do 
things that would help.

If someone writes to him he will get someone to 
read the letter.



 7. Literacy & Education
7.1 Findings

Literacy Problems
  #  %

Yes  152  53.5

No  132  46.5

Table 8: 284 Respondents

Learning Difficulties
  #  %

Yes  71  25.5

No  207  74.5

Table 9: 278 Respondents

Requiring Basic Educational Intervention
  #  %

Yes  169  59.3

No  116  40.7

Table 10: 285 Respondents

Prison Jobs
  #  %

Yes  173  62.2

No  105  37.8

Table 11: 278 Respondents

The research identified that 53.5% of the population of Irish Travellers 
in prison were defined as having serious problems with literacy. 32 This 
can be compared with illiteracy rates in prison of 36% (National Audit 
Office, 2008a, p.11) to 42% (National Audit Office, 2008b, p.9). 33  

25.5% of Travellers were identified as having learning difficulties. 
5.6% of responses specified that they had learning difficulties but did 
not indicate literacy problems. Therefore 59.3% of the total survey  
replies suggest a need for basic educational intervention. 34 

Establishing accurate figures regarding such a complex and possibly 
subjective matter as ‘learning difficulties,’ across the general prison 

32  It cannot be ruled out that TPRP’s findings on levels of literacy may represent 
a significant under-reporting, given widespread reluctance to admit difficulties 
with literacy.

33 Illiteracy in this instance is defined as below Reading Level 1.
34  Literacy problems and learning difficulties are, of course, two distinct issues. 

However, both indicate a need for ameliorative educational intervention.

population is difficult. However, 59.3% does compare negatively with similar broad interpretations of 
‘learning difficulties’:
 
  20–30% of offenders have learning disabilities or difficulties that interfere with their ability to cope 

with the criminal justice system… The term learning disabilities or difficulties includes people who: 
experience difficulties in communicating and expressing themselves and understanding  
ordinary social cues; have unseen or hidden disabilities such as dyslexia; experience difficulties 
with learning and/or have had disrupted learning experiences that have led them to  
function at a significantly lower level than the majority of their peers; are on the autistic 
spectrum, including people with Asperger syndrome. (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.37. Emphasis 
added)

7.2 Context

7.2.1 Traveller Education Nationally
TPRP’s findings represent a detailed picture of Traveller literacy of which HM Prison Service is already 
broadly aware: 

    … Irish Travellers…as they often had very low literacy levels, found it difficult to make applications 
or complaints. Overall, the Prison Service did not do enough to change its practices so that those 
with low reading skills could cope with prison life. (NOMS, 2008, p.48)

  The CRE [Commission for Racial Equality, 2003] made specific reference to Irish Travellers and 
the fact that very low literacy levels made it difficult for them to make applications or complaints. 
(NOMS, 2008, p.54)

Low levels of literacy skills amongst Travellers often leads directly to reduced access to important services 
in prison:

  It is a reality that prison life is a series of paper based processes. Prisoners’ concerns are routinely 
addressed through the Requests and Complaints system which is a written system. Traditionally a 
substantial part of the maintenance of family ties is achieved through letter writing. Sentence  
progression may often require prisoner completion of offending behaviour – some of which  
depend upon literacy and numeracy skills. Adequate responses to reports which impact on parole 
decisions have to be in writing. It is also a reality borne out of the oral culture of GTR communities 
that low level literacy skills are endemic. It follows therefore that in a paper based environment, 
GTR prisoners are likely to face difficulties. This has potentially very wide ranging negative  
impacts. For instance; Are GTR prisoners adequately, accessing and able to use the Racist  
Incident Reporting Forms (RIRFs)?    (Nacro, 2009, p.16)

  Prisoners from Traveller backgrounds are another sub-group of BAME offenders who potentially 
face practical barriers to accessing services. Low literacy levels among Travellers….mean that 
they can miss out on information about provision; and, more broadly, their marginalised status 
within broader society can limit their capacity and willingness to request help. 35 (Clinks and Prison 
Reform Trust, 2010, p.33)

  Prisoners with learning disabilities and difficulties are discriminated against personally,  
systemically and routinely as they enter and travel through the criminal justice system. (Prison 
Reform Trust, 2010, p.38)  

35  For example, the terms and conditions form to be used by a prisoner applying to use the prison pinphone system is a three 
page, 638 word document (PSO 4400, Prisoner Communication). Likewise, prisoners must complete a full induction  
including a Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire (PAR-Q form) in order to gain access to the prison gym, (PSO 4250 
Physical Education). Indeed, access to almost all services in prison is dependent to some degree on written applications.
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7.2.2 Traveller Education Nationally
Many Irish Travellers in prison are entering prison from a context of very low educational attainment:

  The vast majority of Traveller pupils linger on the periphery of the education system. The  
situation has persisted for too long and the alarm bells rung in earlier reports have yet to be 
heeded. (Ofsted, 2003, p.6)

  In all the authorities, Traveller pupils generally performed worse than their peers in any other  
minority ethnic group. (Ofsted, 2003, p.13)

  In 2001 the data from one LEA [Local Education Authority] showed that only 33% of Traveller  
pupils gained Level 2 and above in reading and writing and that only 44% did so in mathematics 
at the end of Key Stage 1 compared with the national average of 84%, 86% and 91% respectively. 
(Ofsted, 2003, p.14)

  Overall [school] participation rates … are unacceptably low, at around 84% at Key Stage 2 and 
47% at Key Stage 4. A very significant number of Traveller children, mainly at Key Stages 3 and 4, 
lack education. (Ofsted, 2003, p.10)

7.3 Commentary

 
  ...The purpose of education within prison is to address the offending behaviour of inmates, by 

improving employability and thus reduce the likelihood of re-offending upon release…
  
  ...Every prisoner able to profit from the education facilities provided at a prison shall be  

encouraged to do so.

  ... Educational classes shall be arranged at every prison and, subject to any directions of the  
Secretary of State, reasonable facilities shall be afforded to prisoners who wish to do so to  
improve their education by training by distance learning, private study and recreational classes, 
in their spare time.

  ... Special attention shall be paid to the education and training of prisoners with special  
educational needs, and if necessary they shall be taught within the hours normally allotted to 
work…

  
 ... Prison personnel within the establishment must have overall responsibility for managing the 

education contract, by ensuring that: …Education will make a clear contribution to throughcare 
by forming links with the probation service, training and employment organisations to support 
prisoners’ education, training or employment on release…

  Prison Service Order 4205

TPRP found that low levels of literacy amongst Irish Traveller prisoners resulted in limited access to 
services in prison. Irish Traveller prisoners and prison staff attributed many of the most serious difficulties 
facing this prisoner group to the widespread inability to read and write. 

In the five years following the CRE report, Race Equality in Prisons (2003), little progress was recorded 
on ‘the very low levels’ of literacy amongst Irish Travellers (NOMS, 2008). Our research indicates little or 
no progress on literacy levels amongst Irish Travellers from the publication of Race Review 2008, (NOMS, 
2008) to date.

Many Irish Travellers entering prison are coming from a background where opportunities to gain literacy 
skills as children have been restricted. Irish Traveller males are expected to contribute to the family  
financially from a young age. As a result, extended schooling is often seen as a luxury a family cannot  
afford. Moreover, research shows that attempts by Traveller families to access education are often  
thwarted by prejudice and discrimination.  Prisons are therefore dealing with a group who have very  
practical reasons for their limited schooling: 

  [Traveller families] report fears of racist bullying and the potential erosion of their community’s 
moral code and values. In addition, they perceive the secondary curriculum as irrelevant: there is a 
very strong tradition of starting work in the family business at a young age. Whatever the reasons, 
many Traveller children miss opportunities to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary for full 
and equal participation in society. (Ofsted, 2003, p.11)

Consequently, it is important for staff working with Travellers in prison to recognise the cultural basis for 
poor levels of literacy. It is also important to recognise that formal education at school often entails  
experiences of prejudice and humiliation for Travellers, obstacles which must be overcome in order to 
improve literacy levels in prison:

  In many respects the situation in which the Travellers’ children find themselves also illustrates to 
an extreme degree the experience of prejudice and alienation which faces many other ethnic  
minority children. (The Swann Report, quoted in Dept. for Children, Schools and Families, 2009, p.3)

In this context an alternative approach for engaging Irish Travellers in education and specifically literacy 
programmes within prisons is necessary. Education providers in prison need to accept that there are  
specific reasons for aversion to traditional education programmes amongst Travellers. Unfortunately, 
providers in some prisons visited not only failed to recognise the unique fears of Traveller with regard to 
education but in some cases appeared to reinforce the pre-conceptions of Travellers. For example, literacy 
classes frequently start at Reading Level 1 when many of the Irish Travellers have not attained Level 1 
because of disruption to their schooling. This contributes to a sense of embarrassment and reinforces the 
belief that formal education is not for Travellers:

  You don’t want to be the stupidest in the class. When you go to the literacy classes the others can 
all read, they’re more advanced. (Irish Traveller prisoner, Midlands)

There was a fundamental objection to current literacy programmes expressed by Travellers and that was, 
that the current models failed to establish the trust of Travellers. Travellers expressed a frustration at the 
education services for implicitly undermining their extensive skills which were valued by their community, 
such as building, landscaping or craft skills, by approaching Travellers as if they were deficient. As Irish 
Travellers don’t necessarily always see a lack of literacy amongst themselves as a deficiency (especially 
outside of prison) they felt that some classroom approaches damaged the necessary trust upon which 
adult education is based:

  All these men are used to hard work, labouring and landscaping and they expect us to go into a 
classroom like children. The men want to learn…they know they need it [education] but it’s got 
to be right for them…not treating them as children, they won’t take that. (Irish Traveller prisoner, 
London)
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Traveller participants in TPRP’s focus groups indicated that the low 
levels of participation in education services and in particular on  
literacy courses had three distinct causes: 1) the unsuitability of  
current educational models, including teacher-student hierarchies; 2) 
the lack of suitable courses; and 3) a rejection of education per se as 
incompatible with Travellers’ image of themselves.

7.3.1 Occupational Courses

  The purpose of the training and treatment of convicted  
prisoners shall be to encourage and assist them to lead a 
good and useful life.  

 
 Prison Rules 1999 consolidated January 2010

 

   Using focus groups of Gypsy, Traveller and Romany  
prisoners, NACRO (2009) similarly found that these  
prisoners perceived unequal access to work [outside of 
prison] as a result of racial prejudice. High value was 
placed, therefore, on learning a trade, self-employment 
and business start-up advice to assist future nomadic 
resettlement. (Clinks and Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.14. 
Emphasis added)

TPRP found that most Travellers in prison were eager to access skills 
training and business start-up advice appropriate for their particular 
resettlement needs as Irish Travellers. The participants expressed 
interest in training which would improve their ability to be successfully 
employed.

However, in prison, the poor levels of literacy amongst Traveller  
prisoners have a significant impact on their engagement with  
occupational training opportunities. One of the more striking  
findings in terms of Traveller access to education in prison is that 
without literacy skills they are prevented (in most cases) by the  
education department from pursuing skills training that would  
significantly improve their resettlement opportunities. Occupational 
skills training is often available but inaccessible for many  
Travellers because they do not possess the requisite literacy  
standards to embark on courses such as bricklaying, painting and 
plumbing. As Irish Travellers, predominantly prefer self-employment in 
manual trades this barrier to developing skills which they would very 
likely use upon release is frustrating, counter-intuitive and  
counter-productive. Indeed, in the Traveller focus groups, the  
reluctance of prison education services to allow Travellers onto  
occupational courses was interpreted by many Travellers as a  

You need 
literacy to 

do building, 
decorating. 

That’s not 
right is it? 

deliberate attempt to hinder them and to highlight their difficulties with 
literacy. 

7.3.2 Sentence Plan
HM Prison Service uses the Offender Assessment System, (OASys) 
to identify the reasons for an individual prisoner’s offending behaviour 
and how to change this offending behaviour. Every prisoner who is 
going to be in prison for 12 months or more has a sentence made 
through OASys. OASys is then used to draw up a prisoner’s Sentence 
Plan. As part of this plan the prisoner will have to attend courses to 
help change offending behaviour. These courses include Enhanced 
Thinking Skills, Cognitive Skills, Controlling Anger and Learning to 
Manage It, (CALM), Sex Offender Treatment Programmes, (SOTPs), 
Healthy Relationships Programme and the Chromis Programme for 
people who exhibit violent behaviour. These courses assume a certain 
level of literacy demanding reading of course materials and the  
completion of questionnaires and forms.

  Overall, the Review Team [expressed] particular concerns 
relating to Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners included:  
difficulties accessing services, including offender behaviour 
programmes, as the literacy level required was too high… 

 (NOMS, 2008, p.59)

With a minimum of 53.5% of Travellers having serious literacy  
problems, a rehabilitation strategy which demands literacy skills 
without firstly delivering a successful literacy skills programme, is 
defective and financially wasteful in terms of Irish Travellers. From the 
point of view of the prison education providers, the current sentence 
plan system is beginning from a starting point which excludes over 
half of the Traveller prison population. As a result of this disoriented 
approach, over half of Irish Traveller prisoners freed from prison have 
their offending behaviour go unchallenged during detention. The  
current situation means that neither society into which prisoners  
return, nor the majority of Irish Traveller prisoners benefit from  
rehabilitative interventions. Instead society is left with the consequent 
social and economic costs of recidivism. 36

7.3.3 Literacy: Perception and Progress within Prison
As participation in behaviour management courses, identified in a 
prisoner’s sentence plan, is considered to demonstrate a willingness 
to change and perhaps an actual change in behaviour then the  
opposite is also considered to be true. A prisoner not engaging with 
behaviour management courses is deemed not to be addressing 
behaviour which led to his or her offending. However, the inability to 
participate in courses which require a level of literacy means that  
automatically over half of all Irish Traveller prisoners serving 12 
months or more are by virtue of their poor literacy skills deemed not 
to be dealing with their offending behaviour.

36  TPRP’s findings mirror research by the Prison Reform Trust which ‘found that 
there are a significant number of prisoners who, because they have a learning 
disability or difficulty, are excluded from aspects of the prison regime including 
offending behaviour programmes,’ (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.16).

The low  
levels of  
literacy 

among  
Travellers 

makes them 
feel  

sometimes 
like second 

class  
citizens.  

(Prison Chaplain) 
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The unintended consequences of this situation are subtle but  
immense in the lives of Irish Traveller prisoners in England and Wales. 
Non- participation (or the inability to participate) in rehabilitative 
courses means that discretionary privileges such as re-categorisation 
to a less stringent regime or prison, enhanced status, successful  
applications for Home Detention Curfew, (HDC), and Release on  
Temporary Licence, (ROTL), are much more difficult to obtain.

Specific concern was expressed in TPRP’s focus groups that  
Travellers were proportionately over-represented in terms of prisoners 
serving Indeterminate Public Protection Sentences, (IPPs). The IPP 
sentence means that until a prisoner can demonstrate a reduction 
in risk, in part achieved by progressing through the behavioural and 
educational development courses included in their sentence plan, it is 
unlikely that the prisoner would get parole. Therefore, Irish Travellers 
serving IPP sentences are very likely to remain in prison longer than 
other prisoners as poor literacy bars full engagement with the  
requirements of their individual sentence plans. 

  A report by HM Chief Inspectors of Prison and Probation 
described this predicament - prisoners being unable to  
access the interventions they needed to secure their release 
as ‘Kafka-esque’. (Quoted in Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.16)

More broadly, the inability to participate in behavioural programmes 
inhibits a prisoner’s progress through his sentence plan and thereby 
causes a commensurate reduction in the accessing of, or opportunity 
for accessing, prison privileges. This uneven situation creates a sense 
of frustration amongst Travellers in prison, who, frequently convinced 
of their own willingness to change, resent both being denied the  
opportunity to demonstrate this change and access to resulting  
privileges.

The inability to participate in behaviour management courses also 
prevents Travellers from engaging in well-established rehabilitation 
courses. Rehabilitation courses such as CALM, Chromis and  
Enhanced Thinking Skills are successful, effective courses. During 
the research, prison staff told how successful these courses were for 
those who wanted to make a change to their offending behaviour. 
However, because of poor literacy levels these rehabilitation courses 
are frequently inaccessible to Irish Travellers. Irish Travellers as a 
result are often excluded from courses whose rehabilitative content 
could assist in their successful resettlement and reintegration with 
family, community and wider society.

7.3.4 Literacy: Prison Jobs
62.2% of Travellers were identified as having prison jobs. This was a 
positive finding which indicated the dependability of Travellers and 
their eagerness to participate in prison life generally. However, some 
Travellers did voice concern about their inability to get prison jobs. 

You have to 
fill in  

paperwork 
before you 

can do a  
literacy 
course! 

That’s why I 
avoid  

education. 
I just go to 

the  
workshops. 

Most of those refused prison jobs were told that it was because of their poor literacy skills which presented 
health and safety concerns. Some prisoners felt that their inability to read was a pretext for discrimination, 
mentioning perceptions of them as untrustworthy or unclean:

  I don’t need to be able to read to push a brush on the wing,’ (Irish Traveller prisoner, London).

Prison jobs are very important in the lives of prisoners, giving them the chance to establish self- 
confidence, self-respect and develop reliability. Additionally, prison jobs can provide a prisoner with much 
needed money required for phone calls and small purchases. For these reasons, it is important that  
Travellers have an equal opportunity to access prison employment and that their inability to read and write 
is not automatically used to prevent them taking up jobs. Indeed, encouraging reliable role models from 
within diverse ethnic groups through employment signals to other prisoners of that group that there are  
opportunities for personal development within the establishment.

7.3.5 Literacy: Visiting Orders, Applications, Complaints
  The CRE made specific reference to the fact that low literacy levels amongst Travellers made it 

difficult for them to make applications or complaints. (NOMS, 2008, p.54)

Arranging a prison visit generally necessitates the prisoner filling in a paper request for a visiting order to 
be sent to the would-be visitor(s). One participant in a Traveller focus group stated that he had had his 
request for a visiting order for his mother refused three times in the first weeks of his imprisonment, being 
told that ‘It wasn’t filled out properly.’ The prisoner felt that instead of advising on proper procedure the  
officer was trying to make it difficult for him to maintain family contact by capitalising on his poor literacy.

Prisons need systems to record and organise requests which in turn, mean the use of applications and 
forms. For a group with poor literacy levels and infrequent experience of form-filling, this can have the 
result of limiting access to services and facilities even within a non-discriminatory context. However, many 
Irish Travellers felt that their poor levels of literacy were routinely used as an excuse to prevent access to 
services and facilities within prisons. One Traveller prisoner commented:

  It’s like this. When I first came in and I asked for something I was given an app [application] to fill 
in. Nobody else was, they didn’t have to… they could all write but I was given one [an application] 
because they knew I couldn’t fill it in. That’s why I learned to read and write. (Irish Traveller  
prisoner, location undisclosed)

It is common for Traveller prisoners to have an application refused on the grounds that the form has not 
been properly filled out. This situation increases a prisoner’s frustration with the system, his or her sense 
of isolation and inhibits access to support within prison: rehab, probation and resettlement; and outside 
prison: family contact.

7.3.6 Literacy: Conclusion
The widespread inability to read or write amongst Travellers in prison places an unequal hardship upon this 
group. As a group that zealously asserts its independence and self-reliance in all aspects of life, the reality 
of living life in a system that depends on form filling and written applications for the most trivial request 
creates a tension between the system and Travellers. One Traveller who was unable to make a successful 
request for asprin due to poor literacy stated: ‘I’ll never ask for anything again. If they don’t want to help us 
they just throw paperwork at us.’ (Irish Traveller prisoner, North West). The vulnerability created by  
illiteracy has led to an already marginalised group being forced further into the margins of prison life. The 
system appears, to many Irish Travellers, to be impossibly slanted against them and so many retreat  
psychologically from engaging with their offending behaviour, confident that they are not being treated 
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fairly. This situation was acutely described during one focus group when Travellers laughed  
ironically at the process for submitting complaints which invariably requires a good standard of literacy. 

Overall, the low levels of literacy amongst Irish Travellers in prison have far reaching consequences for the 
individuals involved, their families, their communities and wider society. Traveller prisoners without literacy 
skills languish with the same skill set with which they entered prison, only more frustrated at what appears 
to be deliberate attempts to refuse services to Travellers. Traveller families, upon release of a loved one 
receive an ex-offender home with a similar set of skills as he or she had upon imprisonment with all the 
risks of recidivism that comes with wholly unproductive incarceration. More broadly, society suffers as a 
consequence of prisons’ inability to successfully tackle offending behaviour and reduce the economic and 
social cost of criminality. 

There’s no use having the wrong 
type of education for a man who has 
worked 20 years on the roads.

I’m given a long housing form to fill 
out. What if I can’t read or write? 
There’s no help! 

Toe by toe is good. In four months of 
doing it I could write a letter home. 
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We get called Pikey and Gypo by other prisoners, 
but we’d never go to the officers about it. 

Access to education is available but some feel  
unconfident due to their educational  
backgrounds. 

(Diversity Officer)

I didn’t go to school because I was travelling. 



8. Physical Health
8.1 Findings

Physical Health Problems
     #  %

Yes     69  24.6

No     212  75.4

Table 12: 281 Respondents

Nature of Problem   #

Musculoskeletal    20

Respiratory    17

Cardiovascular    9

Neurological    9

Endocrinological    4

Other     4

Gastrointestinal    2

Table 13: 65 Specified Responses

Common Physical Health Problems #

Asthma     12

Back     10

Epilepsy     9

Arthritis     7

Table 14

8.2 The Context
• 50% of Irish Travellers die before their 39th birthday 37

• 70% of Irish Travellers die before the age of 59 years 38

•  The life expectancy of a Traveller male born in 2008 is 16 
years less than the UK average 39

•  The life expectancy of a Traveller female born in 2008 is 
11.8 years less than the UK average 40

•  Travellers experience worse health, yet are less likely to 
receive effective, continuous healthcare 41

37 Brack and Monaghan, 2007, p.32
38 Brack and Monaghan, 2007, p.32
39  Based on data from the Office for National Statistics, at: http://www.statistics.

gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=168 and the All Ireland Traveller Health Study, (2010, 
p. 94).

40  Based on data from the Office for National Statistics, at: http://www.statistics.
gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=168 and the All Ireland Traveller Health Study, (2010, 
p. 94). 

41 Cemlyn et al, 2009, p. v

8.3 Commentary
The study found that 24.6% of Irish Travellers were identified as having a physical illness. 42 Given that the 
survey was conducted by prison officials not generally working within prison health facilities, these figures 
may represent a significant undercount.

Healthcare in prison is stretched due to the concentrated demand on limited services by a population with 
high levels of serious medical conditions such as drug and alcohol dependency. However, it is important 
for prison staff to note that Irish Travellers experience worse health and in general die earlier than other 
sections of the population. As a recent study of Irish Travellers found:

  With regard to health status of Travellers … this population subgroup subjectively rates their health 
in a positive manner, but in fact have substantially higher rates of ill-health affecting them on a 
day-to-day basis than is demonstrated in the comparator populations. They have a higher burden 
of chronic diseases, and higher measures of risk factors such as smoking, high blood pressure, 
cholesterol, and dietary consumption of fried foods. (UCD, 2010, p.80)

 Therefore, Irish Travellers generally, enter prison at a higher risk of ill-health than other prisoner groups. 
This should alert prison staff to the greater risk and perhaps also the urgency of responding to expressions 
of ill-health by this prisoner group. When a Traveller prisoner voices concern about his or her health it may 
indicate an urgent need because Travellers access healthcare only infrequently outside prison and  
consequently experience negative health outcomes.

Irish Travellers are accepting of ill-health. This attitude that poor health is virtually unavoidable is  
understandable with levels of mortality in the under 39 age group reaching 50%. Experiencing close  
relatives dying at a young age has contributed to Travellers often assuming that ill-heath and one’s own 
early death is almost inevitable. A 2007 report on the health of Gypsies and Travellers commented:

  Many described their state of health, irrespective of its severity or extent, in terms of restrictions 
on their ability to perform daily tasks, and appeared to accept chronic ill health as long as day-to-
day management of symptoms could be readily achieved. (Van Cleemput et al, 2007, p.207)

Prison staff are faced with the dual challenge of enabling Travellers to access healthcare in spite of the 
norm of avoidance of these services and secondly, managing the markedly poor health profile of this ethnic 
group. Race Review 2008 stated that, ‘Challenges … remain in ensuring that establishments are making 
their services accessible to Gypsy Traveller and Roma prisoners’ (NOMS, 2008, p.15). During the research 
a number of Traveller prisoners expressed their frustration with the prison health service, feeling that 
their ethnicity, illiteracy and speaking style meant that they were less likely to get help than other prisoner 
groups. NOMS highlighted the need for improved access to services in prison for this group in 2008:

  [Regarding] Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners in most establishments, further work is needed to 
ensure equality of access to goods, facilities and services for this group. A priority area both  
nationally and locally is to ensure that the needs of Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners are addressed. 
(NOMS, 2008, p.61)

Unfortunately, to date, TPRP found little evidence of strategies at a local or national level to encourage 
Travellers to access services, in particular healthcare where their needs are pressing. This finding was  
disappointing given the concerns expressed by NOMS on this matter in Race Review 2008, (2008, p.59).

42  Even individuals ‘with non-psychiatric disorders such as epilepsy can find themselves over-represented in the criminal  
justice system if their illness is sufficiently stigmatising,’(Linehan et al, 2002, vol. 19, p.76). This is significant given the  
apparently high levels of incarceration amongst this group and the comparatively high levels of poor physical health 
amongst Travellers.
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Some health providers in prisons remain unaware that Irish Travellers are often unfamiliar with bureaucratic 
norms taken for granted by most people in the UK. This creates misunderstanding which when combined 
with a demonstrative speaking style can prevent access to services. The Traveller prisoners who discussed 
access to healthcare stated that they tried to avoid the healthcare unit principally because they found it 
humiliating to ask for assistance and then have the request hindered in some way (e.g. through illiteracy, 
misunderstanding or mistrust). 

The peripheral status of Irish Travellers in terms of service provision is an obstacle to rehabilitation, to  
relationships with staff and to Travellers’ well-being. While TPRP received a number of responses from 
prison staff that maintained that healthcare provision was equally poor for all prisoners, it remains the case 
that Travellers generally suffer poorer health and as a result will need commensurate service access. The 
current state of affairs was identified by NOMS:

  …Irish Travellers … as they often had very low literacy levels, found it difficult to make applications 
or complaints. Overall, the Prison Service did not do enough to change its practices so that those 
with low reading skills could cope with prison life. (NOMS, 2008, p.48)

Clearly, a credible and effective strategy to deal with healthcare provision for this significant minority within 
the prison population is needed in order to enable this group to better ‘cope with prison life.’ TPRP found 
that a strategy to allow greater access by Irish Travellers to healthcare services in prison should  
acknowledge the following:

• The evidence of health studies establishing that:

  …the health status of Gypsies and Travellers is much poorer than the general population. Parry 
et al (2004) found that, even after controlling for socio-economic status and comparing to other 
marginalised groups, Gypsies and Travellers have worse health than others… (Cemlyn et al, 2009, 
p.48-49)

•  Travellers are less likely to access healthcare than other sections of the population because of fatalism, 
fear of illness, their nomadic lifestyle outside prison and experiences of discrimination from providers.

  Travellers show…a low utilisation of other hospital services including aftercare, preventive services 
and specialised services such as psychiatric care. Low levels of literacy and a nomadic lifestyle 
have been identified as barriers to Travellers gaining access to the health services. (Linehan et al, 
2002, p.79)

•  Travellers in prison find it difficult to understand the need for bureaucracy involved in accessing services 
such as healthcare because their experiences in their home and working life, often, do not necessitate 
reading, writing and record-keeping. As a result Travellers often perceive applications to access these 
services as unnecessary obstacles which result in a low uptake and the grim fatalism expressed by one 
prisoner regarding health services after feeling humiliated about his inability to write:

  I’ll never go back to them. They done nothing for me. (Irish Traveller prisoner, Midlands,  
commenting on a visit to the healthcare unit) 
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There is a lack of understanding among staff and 
other prisoners of Traveller culture and sometimes 
racism from staff. 
(Prison chaplain)

This prisoner feels officers stereotype him as he’s a 
Traveller but he has never submitted a complaint 
regarding this. 
(Prison Officer)

A young Traveller hung himself last week. If he’d 
had other Travellers to talk to he’d have been OK. 



 9. Mental Health
9.1 Findings

Mental Health Problems
   #  %

Yes   71  26.1

No   201  73.9

Table 15: 272 Respondents

Nature of Problem #

Depression  31

Psychotic Disorders 16

Other   9

ADHD   4

Personality Disorder 4 

Suicidal / Self-harm 3

Bipolar Disorder  2

Table 16: 69 Specified Responses

26.1% of Irish Travellers in prison were identified as having mental 
health problems. In comparison, it is estimated that 10% of the prison 
population has ‘serious mental health problems.’ 43

 
9.2 The Context

•  9% of all Irish Traveller deaths generally in a 10-year sample 
were suicides. 44

•  There is a gross over-representation of Irish Travellers in  
forensic psychiatric admissions to the national secure  
psychiatric facility in Ireland. 45 

•  ‘We have been concerned with the high levels of Traveller 
admissions into our mental health unit…’ (Diversity Manager, 
London)

•  [A] compounding issue is the traditional problem of finding 
employment, which is tied in with identity and personal  
self-esteem in the accounts of Travellers themselves. The 
tight-knit community has positive effects, but also negative, 
in that there is literally little personal space for individuals and 
 strong incentive to take part in group activities that can be 

  damaging…Add to this a chronic problem with bridging to 

43  Michael Spurr, Chief Operating Officer of the National Offender Management 
Service, speaking in September 2008, (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.39).

44 Brack & Monaghan, 2007, p.35
45  Psychiatric admissions of Irish Travellers transferred from Irish prisons to the 

national secure psychiatric facility, the Central Mental Hospital, (Linehan et al, 
2002, vol. 19, p.76)

  the general world around them and the corrosive daily relations with the general population  
Travellers themselves describe, and the mix is complete of poor self-esteem and self-efficacy in an 
unsupportive environment. There are a number of examples of fatalistic thinking in the narratives, 
particularly in trying to break the cycle of education and employability. There is ample evidence in 
these data of risk factors for mental ill-health, depression and suicide, whether from the  
quantitative census, the qualitative consultation or the mortality study. (UCD, 2010, p.161)

•  Travellers at all points of interface report higher levels of discrimination than expected and lower 
levels of trust in others and in health service providers. Even if this was a collective  
misperception and had no basis in objective fact, such a perception is likely to lower a sense of 
efficacy and self esteem and this is damaging to mental health and wellbeing... Regrettably, it is 
all too likely that there is a very real basis to this perceived discrimination. The general population 
often, with honourable exceptions, has little time for Travellers. (UCD, 2010, p.165) 

9.3 Commentary

  All incoming prisoners must be medically examined by a qualified member of the Healthcare  
team, or a competent and trained HCA… to determine whether they have any short or long term  
physical or mental health needs, including disability, drugs or alcohol issues, and ensure that any 
follow up action is taken, that anyone who needs to know about individual prisoners’  
ongoing healthcare requirements is informed, and that actions taken are recorded in the  
appropriate record. If a prisoner is identified as being at risk of suicide or self-harm an ACCT must 
be opened. Disability data should be entered on Prison-NOMIS [National Offender Management 
Information System], if the prisoner consents. 

  Prison Service Instruction 52/2010 

As all incoming prisoners receive a medical examination during their first days in custody, healthcare teams 
should be mindful that Irish Travellers experience high levels of mental illness and suicide. The profile of 
Irish Traveller prisoners in England and Wales is marked by high levels of self-harm and depression. 46 The 
poor state of mental health found amongst Irish Travellers in prison, mirrors in many respects the poor 
mental health of Travellers in the population generally. However, our research has identified key factors 
which exacerbate the poor mental health of Travellers in prison.    

9.3.1 Access to Services
  Prisoners’ inability to participate fully in the prison regime leaves them at greater psychological 

risk as they spend more time alone with little to occupy themselves. (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, 
p.38)

The Commission for Racial Equality, (CRE, 2003), reported that the difficulties in accessing prison services 
in general, experienced by Irish Travellers is a major contributory factor in the high levels of detected  
mental illness amongst this group: 

  Failure area: Access to goods, facilities or services… In the case of Irish Travellers, this is  
compounded by prejudice and discrimination, leading to high levels of self-harm. (Commission for 
Racial Equality, 2003, p.83)

46  TPRP found frequent expressions of concern made by prison staff in regards to Travellers’ mental health and in particular 
self-harming amongst this group. A Diversity Manager in a London prison stated, ‘We have been concerned with the high 
levels of Traveller admissions into our mental health unit.’ A London based chaplain explained that, ‘Many of the young 
Traveller men don’t seem able to cope in prison…Many of them cut themselves.’ Fr. Ged Barry, a prison chaplain in HMP 
Full Sutton also commented on the issue in 2007, ‘I was fed up with burying young Traveller men,’ (Travellers’ Times,  
Autumn, 2007, p.12).
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A 2008 report on Gypsy and Traveller health identifies a dual feature of Traveller engagement with health 
services. Prior to accessing services, many Travellers are reluctant to engage because they may  
experience prejudice or embarrassment as a result of poor literacy. When Travellers do access these  
services, they are sometimes mistrustful of staff which can, in turn, impair a constructive dialogue:

  Gypsies’ and Travellers’ general experiences of discrimination and racism contribute to a sense 
of devalued identity, characterised by feelings of shame and humiliation, which contribute to the 
specific ways in which they experience social exclusion. Shame and attempts to ward off shame 
are central features of relationships and encounters with health staff, as personal reactions to 
these experiences can produce mutual mistrust and poor relations between staff and the Gypsy 
and Traveller patients. (Patrice Van Cleemput quoted in Cemlyn et al, 2009, p.53)

As a basis of mental health treatment is a trusting relationship, the frequently unsympathetic relationships 
between some staff and Travellers was found to conceal the need for interventions. An example of this 
was a distressed prisoner speaking in a segregation unit, who had experienced four deaths of close family 
members in the past 10 months and yet he had not told any staff and therefore had not received help with 
contacting his family. The prisoner made it clear to the TPRP interviewer that much of his frustration was 
due to the limitations placed on his phone contact. The prisoner felt that even if he did explain that family 
members had died, ‘these people [prison staff] don’t understand what death and funerals mean to a  
Travelling man,’ (Irish Traveller prisoner, Wales). 

TPRP was alarmed that a substantial number of submissions to the project came from prison staff  
concerned by the high rates of self-harm inflicted by Travellers in custody. A prison Diversity Manager,  
explained that he and the healthcare unit ‘want to understand the issues.’ HM Inspectorate of Prisons 
found that ethnicity is not recorded in clinical records and that staff had concluded that ethnicity was not 
relevant as all patients were treated in the same way. Unfortunately, this approach by healthcare teams in 
prison contravenes the ‘Nursing and Midwifery Council Code of Professional Conduct’ on recognizing the 
diverse needs of patients. It also means that the distinct mental health issues faced by Travellers are less 
likely to be effectively addressed. 47

9.3.2 Disruption of Family and Community Support 
Family contact is important for the well-being of most prisoners. The Travelling community considers family 
to be of the highest importance. Travellers generally live and work amongst other Travellers, sharing  
experiences and a culture which reinforces strong family and community ties. As an ethnic group which 
has had frequent negative experiences of mainstream society, including local government, schools and 
more generally from the media, the consequent reliance by Travellers on other Travellers is understandably 
high.  These strong family ties which equip the community to deal with social, economic and health issues, 
are severely affected by imprisonment: 

  Travellers have traditionally relied on their family networks for social and economic support…A 
loss of social support structures combined with distrust, a sense of anomie, discrimination and 
low self-esteem is a potent combination likely to have implications for mental health and  
physical wellbeing. The loss or reduction of ties and support structures and emotional support, 
and the potential impact in terms of health status is well documented… (UCD, 2010, p.132) 

Outside of prison if a Traveller has a problem, he or she will most likely talk about it with another Traveller 
who will understand and empathize. Inside prison, this support mechanism is rarely available. This is not 
just a case of wanting to speak to ‘one of your own,’ this is more than simply wanting the companionship 
of a person from within one’s own ethnic or cultural group. There is the added factor that having  
experienced severe discrimination many Travellers are reluctant to seek help and support from someone 
who is not from within their community. Given prevalent discriminatory attitudes towards Travellers in 

 
47 See Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.53

mainstream society, Travellers in prison rarely feel there are opportunities to articulate problems to staff or 
other prisoners. The consequences of this can be dire as the research team witnessed on one prison visit:

  [Prisoner G, an Irish Traveller] killed himself last week. He had asked again and again to get moved 
to another wing to be with other Travellers… All he wanted was to talk to another Traveller but they 
wouldn’t move him. He was in bad shape and they done nothing for him… He got into trouble so 
they’d move him to another wing …Then he killed himself… We would’ve taken care of him…

 (Irish Traveller prisoner, London)

9.3.3 Prejudice and Loss of Self Respect
  The processes of stigmatisation and institutional disadvantage are of particular importance in  

psychiatry. Stigma can arise from and also contribute to mental disorders, leading to  
disadvantages in housing, employment and direct or indirect criminalisation… (Linehan et al, 2002, 
p.76)

  These rates [within the Irish prison system] suggest that a very high proportion of all Travellers will 
be imprisoned at some time during their life. This ‘normalisation’ of the experience of  
imprisonment exposes a high proportion of all Travellers to the adverse health and lifestyle  
behaviours prevalent in prison…. In a more general way, the normalisation of imprisonment is 
likely to have adverse effects on the expectations and aspirations of children and adults. It adds 
also a stigma attached to Travellers as a group. (Linehan et al, 2002, p.78-79)

  The systematic induction into prison of a significant proportion of any identifiable group within 
society is a cause for concern. From a mental health perspective, prisoners have an increased risk 
of suicide. (Linehan et al, 2002, p.79)

  In any ethnic group or sub-population where imprisonment is so common, it is reasonable to 
hypothesise for future research that the lower life expectancy, the impaired physical and mental 
health, may to some extent be caused by imprisonment itself. (Linehan et al, 2002, p.79)

TPRP found that there was a deeply pessimistic attitude amongst Travellers in prison.  Travellers expressed 
a casual acceptance regarding imprisonment, self-harm, suicide, death at a young age and discrimination. 
One young Traveller in the North East of England summed up how he thought the situation of Travellers 
could be improved, ‘Look, Travellers will never be equal in the whole wide world.’ Such pessimistic  
perceptions were found to be common amongst Traveller prisoners during the research. 

This characteristic acceptance of poor social, economic and health status and the overall picture of poor 
self-esteem amongst Irish Travellers frequently leads to serious mental health issues such as depression 
and self-harming. As prisons (necessarily) remove prisoners from their communities and families where 
one’s value as a person is generally reinforced, it is important that prison does not (even unintentionally) 
withdraw a sense of value for that person’s heritage, be it as an Asian, Afro-Caribbean or Traveller prisoner. 
As Irish Traveller men often gain their self-esteem from loyally providing for their family by working in  
demanding physical occupations, the perception evident in some prisons of Travellers as illiterate  
(therefore too lazy to learn or simply stupid), unclean, untrustworthy and/or aggressive creates a  
demoralizing effect on this group. 

Many Travellers in prison expressed the belief that some members of staff considered them to be lesser 
than other prisoners. One focus group participant said, ‘We are at the bottom of the pile, the lowest rung 
on the ladder, what they do to us they wouldn’t dare do to the others or there’d be riots. If we were  
Muslims, it would be on the front page of the newspaper,’ (Irish Traveller prisoner, North West). 
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Many Traveller prisoners recalled instances in which they felt that they had been subject to discrimination 
by staff and prisoners. One reported example was that of a Traveller prisoner who was going to the gym 
and was told by an officer not to steal the weights for scrap metal because that was what the officer  
assumed Travellers did. The use of terms such as ‘pikey’ and ‘gypo’ by prison staff was described in all 
focus groups as being commonplace. 48

In terms of mental health, the use of derogatory names and stereotypes are significant because they  
provide a context in which a prisoner assesses how he or she is valued within a particular establishment. 
As equality strategies improve standards and conduct throughout the prison estate, it is noticeable to 
groups whose background can still be subjected to prejudicial comment to what extent the system values 
their equal treatment. Without a concerted approach to deal with the distinct issues affecting Traveller 
prisoners it is likely that the current context which apparently exacerbates poor mental health amongst this 
prisoner group will continue. 49

48 See Section 5 Discrimination
49  ‘…the CRE reported that the full diversity of groups was often ignored in any discussion about race equality in the Prison 

Service. This was particularly the case for Irish Travellers…,’ (NOMS, 2008, p.48).

...I was found hanging in my cell by  
another prisoner who was also  
sharing the cell with me...hanging 
from the bars of the window at about 
three o’clock in the morning, this 
man saved my life. I was completely 
in my own black zone, I didn’t know 
where I was after I was found guilty 
and the death of my son and spending 
three long years on remand at… 
Prison. I was cut down by the night 
staff and I was rushed to the hospital 
wing and I was put on drips. 
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Officers dismiss us. Irishmen are the butt of a joke. 
When you ask for something, it’s ‘Yeah, we’ll catch 
you later Paddy.’

These people are refusing to send him to a  
psychiatric unit where he could get the treatment 
that he needs for his mental issues. He has buried 
two of his family since he’s been in this prison he’s 
constantly cutting his wrists, he’s on high dosage 
of painkillers and is addicted to medication here at 
the prison. 



10. Family
10.1 Findings

Marital Status
   #  %

Single   110  38.6

Married   89  31.2

Partner   43  15.1

Separated  22  7.7

Divorced  18  6.3

Widowed  3  1.1

Table 17: 285 Respondents

Children under 18
   #  %

Yes   165  58.9

No   115  41.1

Table 18: 280 Respondents

46.3% of Irish Travellers in prison are in a relationship, 15.1% have 
a partner and 31.2% are married. 58.9% of Irish Travellers in prison 
have at least one child under the age of 18.

Irish Travellers are highly family oriented. In prison, this is evident in 
the comparatively high levels of marriage and partnerships, and the 
percentage of prisoners with children under 18. As Travellers often 
marry at a young age and have large families, the role that family 
plays in the life of a Traveller in prison is central in terms of  
rehabilitation and resettlement.

10.2 Context

   [There is a] legal obligation for establishments to consult 
local communities about their policies and functions and 
their impact on people of different racial groups... There is a 
related need to communicate widely in promoting our work 
in order to encourage good relations between people of all 
racial groups.   

 
 

  
 
  This is particularly important with regard to groups that have 

historically been disproportionately represented in the  
criminal justice system, such as black and minority ethnic 
people and Gypsies and Travellers…

  The strategy must set out how the establishment will work 
towards the following high-level objectives: Building the trust 
and confidence of local BME and other minority  
communities; Consulting meaningfully on policies and 

  functions and their impact on people of different racial 
groups; Increasing mutual understanding between the  
establishment and local BME and other minority  
communities…

  Prison Service Order 2800 

 
  Prisoners’ families, including their children, often experience 

increased financial, housing, emotional and health problems 
during a sentence. Children of prisoners have about three 
times the risk of mental health problems and the risk of  
anti-social/delinquent behaviour compared to their peers. 
(Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.22)

  65% of boys with a convicted parent go on to offend. (Prison 
Reform Trust, 2010, p.22) 

  Research evidence that demonstrates a clear link between 
conviction of a parent and delinquent and/or offending 
behaviour in their children is well established. Many studies 
have shown that when one person in a family offends, there is 
an increased risk of other members offending also. (Browne, 
2005, p.29) 

10.3 Commentary
TPRP found high levels of concern by Traveller prisoners for the  
welfare of their family members on the outside. This concern for  
family, in the case of male prisoners, was predominantly couched in 
terms of a prisoner’s responsibility to support his family. During one 
prisoner focus group there was consensus that their offending  
behaviour, (while it was, for the most part intended to ‘feed a young 
family’ and was therefore intelligible to one another), had ‘let down’ 
their wives, partners and children.

This prisoner 
feels staff 

don’t  
understand 

how much  
Traveller  

culture 
is based 
around  

family.
(Prison officer)
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The Traveller prisoners in this group agreed that while their offences were largely motivated by supporting 
a family or ‘doing what you have to, to survive,’ their imprisonment was an enormous burden for their  
families. Noticeably, the prisoners described themselves as having an easier time than their families as 
they felt that their families would remain loyal regardless of circumstances. The prisoners in the group in 
their late 20s and 30s expressed serious concerns that their imprisonment would impact the lives of their 
children:

  I feel like a fool. I’m sitting in here. I get all my meals and all the rest, and my wife has it all to do. 
I’ve let her down…I’ve made sure that the girls go to school every day… They’re doing well at 
school…but I should be out there with them. They’re growing up without a father. (Irish Traveller, 
South East)

A Traveller participant in another group expressed his fears about the large numbers of young Traveller 
men in prison: 

  Young boys are running ‘round wild. There’s nobody telling them what’s right and wrong because 
there’s no [Traveller] sites…families are living apart and then the boys end up in here [prison]. It’s 
going on and on. (Irish Traveller, Midlands)

Traveller focus group participants felt that the disruption of traditional Traveller social structures caused by 
limited or no site provision caused a breakdown in ‘morals and respect,’ an increased likelihood of ‘falling 
in with the wrong crowd’ and also interfered with stable family employment. There was a view that as the 
community became more marginalised in terms of accommodation, education and employment that the 
cycle of imprisonment in some Traveller families would become more difficult to break.

Interestingly, one young Traveller who stated that he had spent many years in institutions pointed out to 
the rest of the group that the cultural obligation to provide for one’s family was landing a lot of Travellers in 
prison and that something would have to change:

  Look the world’s a different place. Travellers need to find other ways of making a living from what 
they used to do. You need to be able to read and write or Travellers will be extinct… (Irish Traveller, 
South East)

Remarkably, one prisoner who indicated he had gained considerable financial rewards from his crimes  
reflected that the separation from his family was the worst aspect of imprisonment and his offending  
behaviour: 

  It’s just a waste. It’s not worth it. What use is money? And they’re [his family] out there. (Irish  
Traveller, South East)

This attitude typified that of many Irish Traveller prisoners. All the prisoners with whom TPRP spoke  
emphasised the importance of their family to them. In many cases, a main causal factor of incarceration 
was the determination to provide financially for a family. Correspondingly, it was the separation from family 
that Traveller prisoners found to be the most difficult aspect of imprisonment. 
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One young Traveller wanted a transfer to nearer 
his home in the Coventry area, he actually ripped 
his body with a razor blade, was taken to the  
hospital, received treatment and is now refusing to 
go back on the wing. He is in the segregation unit 
and has been there for last 3 months…

Travellers find it particularly difficult to be 
locked up because they are used to being able to 
move. They find it difficult to settle in a prison  
environment. 

(Prison chaplain)

I heard a governor ask a man [a Traveller] why 
he bothered applying for tagging. He must have 
thought we are stupid altogether. He wouldn’t 
have applied if he didn’t have an address. But they 
just think you’re a Traveller, so no chance. 



11. Family Contact

11.1 Findings

Postal Contact
  #  %

Yes  207  77.2

No  61  22.8

Table 19: 268 Respondents

Phone Contact
  #  %

Yes  235  89.4

No  28  10.6

Table 20: 263 Respondents

Prison Visits
  #  %

Yes  200  73.8

No  71  26.2

Table 21: 271 Respondents 

11.2 Context
  Family ties are important to all prisoners. For GTR  

prisoners we found that literacy problems could impact 
negatively on maintaining links with families. Visiting Orders 
were the source of much frustration; there was a requirement 
to write out the same information each time a new form was 
submitted and this caused unnecessary irritation and distress 
when literacy skills were poor. Access to telephones is  
important to all prisoners, but this importance is heightened 
by the difficulties in maintaining family ties via letters,  
particularly if families are travelling. (Nacro, 2009, p.16)

11.3 Commentary

  Special attention shall be paid to the maintenance of such  
relationships between a prisoner and his family as are  
desirable in the best interests of both.   

  

  

  A prisoner shall be encouraged and assisted to establish and maintain such relations with persons 
and agencies outside prison as may, in the opinion of the governor, best promote the interests of 
his family and his own social rehabilitation.

 
 Prison Rules 1999 consolidated January 2010 
 

  … the Prison Service of England and Wales has an obligation to actively encourage prisoners to 
maintain outside contacts and meaningful family ties as which is integral to their rehabilitation.  
Visits are seen as a crucial to sustaining relationships with close relatives, partners and friends. 
They help prisoners maintain links with the community, and are associated with a reduced  
likelihood of reoffending…

   Prison Service Order 4410 

Charles Clarke, when Home Secretary, stressed the importance of family for successful resettlement: 

  An offender is much less likely to reoffend if he feels part of a family and community, from which 
he receives support as well as owes obligations.’ (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.22) 

  Maintaining family ties can reduce the likelihood of reoffending by 39%. (Prison Reform Trust, 
2010, p.22)

  Approximately 30% of prisoners who take their own lives had no family contact prior to their 
deaths. (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.42)  

11.3.1 Postal

  

  Regular letter writing is seen as an important way of enabling prisoners to maintain close  
relationships with family and friends, as well as to sustain inks with life beyond the establishment 
– which is required under Prison Rules.

  Convicted prisoners may send:
 (a)  one statutory letter per week, the first letter to be issued immediately on reception; 50

  (b)  as many privilege letters as they wish, except at establishments where routine reading is in 
force... 51

 (c) special letters… 52

 
 Prison Service Order 4411

50  A statutory letter is one that a prisoner is entitled to and must not be withdrawn or withheld as part of a punishment. 
Statutory letters are sent at public expense.
51  A privilege letter is one that a prisoner is regularly allowed to send over and above their statutory entitlement of letters. The 

postage costs of privilege letters are paid from prison earnings or private cash.
52 A special letter is one that a prisoner is allowed in special circumstance detailed in PSO 4411.
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77.2% of Irish Travellers in prison use the postal service as a method 
of maintaining contact with their family. This is a high level of postal 
communication, especially given the poor literacy levels amongst this 
group. This statistic indicates that a substantial number of  
Traveller prisoners rely on other prisoners (and staff) to help them 
maintain postal contact by reading and writing letters. It demonstrates 
that many Travellers are in a position in which they have to rely on 
others to maintain contact with their family. This dependence on 
others for reading and writing letters is often coupled with a sense 
of shame or inadequacy and can compound a prisoner’s feeling of 
isolation. Given these added difficulties facing Irish Traveller prisoners 
in maintaining postal contact the statistic illustrates their high level of 
commitment to family life on the part of Traveller prisoners.

11.3.2 Phone
  

  Prisoners must have no more than £50 in telephone credits 
in their telephone account at any time, except for foreign 
national prisoners where no limit will apply. Foreign  
Nationals will fund the cost of any additional balance (above 
£50) in their Pinphone account from their Private Cash only. 

  Foreign national prisoners or those with close family abroad 
must be permitted a free five minute call once a month where 
the prisoner has had no domestic visits during the preceding 
month.  

  International Calling Cards
  The Prison Service have secured an approved international 

Calling Card that will enable prisoners to make international 
calls at rates significantly cheaper than those charged by 
British Telecom … 

  This service is available to all prisoners in the knowledge 
that UK based prisoners can have family and friends located 
legitimately outside the UK. 

 
 Prison Service Order 4400

 
  Some establishments have recognised the problem caused 

by dependence on mobile telephones in GTR communities 
and have afforded GTR prisoners additional telephone  
privileges to compensate them for the additional expense. 
This is done on the same basis as for Foreign National  

This prisoner 
can’t transfer 

monies from 
sends account 

to pin credit 
to phone  

Ireland  
because he 

gets a once 
monthly visit. 

He is having 
difficulty in 

having  
regular  

contact with 
family due to 

how the  
different  

accounts are 
allowed to 

work, 
 

(Prison Officer)

Prisoners. It is particularly important that these concessions are afforded to GTR prisoners who 
are not resident in mainland UK. Irish GTR prisoners for instance will rely totally on the telephone 
to maintain family contact in many instances when actual family visits are made impossible by  
reason of distance. This good practice should be consistently applied with concessions being 
made universally. (Nacro, 2009, p.21)

89.4% of Irish Travellers were identified as maintaining contact with family by phone. This high level of 
phone contact is to be expected given the strong family bonds evident in the Travelling community and 
their preference for oral communication. Significantly, given the relatively high cost of phone calls for  
prisoners, the reliance on phone calls for maintaining family ties is a heavy burden on Traveller prisoners 
and their families. As 37.9% of Irish Traveller prisoners were identified as being born in the Republic of 
Ireland, it is therefore likely that a sizeable proportion of their phone calls will be charged at an international 
call rate. Indeed, as almost all Irish Travellers not born in the Republic of Ireland have close family in that 
jurisdiction, the higher international call rate will negatively affect the majority of this prisoner group. 

Furthermore, as 39.9%  of Irish Travellers included in the survey do not normally live in permanent  
accommodation prior to imprisonment, it is unlikely that family contacts will have ready access to a  
landline to receive calls. As a result of Travellers’ cultural preference for a nomadic lifestyle and the  
consequent absence of landlines this prisoner group is dependent primarily on more expensive phone calls 
to mobile phones. This combination of factors can in many cases mean that a Traveller prisoner is calling a 
mobile phone on prison international call rates. As a result the Traveller prisoner has only limited ability to 
maintaining the family contact and support which criminological research deems is so critical to a  
prisoner’s rehabilitation and successful resettlement.

  My son died in April…one brother died in September another in November and my sister’s  
husband died last week in Cork... You can’t talk long when you’re phoning a mobile in the  
Republic… (Irish Traveller prisoner, Wales)

11.3.3 Prison Visits
  
 

  Visits assist in maintaining good order. Good quality visits in a relaxed environment make a  
significant contribution to the well being and attitude of prisoners and generally help to build  
better relationships between families and staff to the point where families are encouraged to share 
sensitive information which may have an impact on the welfare of the prisoner.

  Frequency of social visits    
  Governors may organise visiting arrangements to accommodate the particular needs of the  

establishment and the wishes expressed by prisoners and visitors, subject to the following  
provisions:

 a)   each unconvicted prisoner must be allowed visits on at least three days a week,  
including the opportunity for a visit on Saturday or Sunday, normally every weekend and 
at least once a fortnight

 b)  convicted prisoners, both adult and young offenders, should be allowed a visit on  
reception after conviction and at least every two weeks thereafter,  including at least one 
weekend visit every four weeks.

 Prison Service Order 4410 
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  Issue and validity of visiting orders   
   Visiting orders may be sent to an address at which the  

visitor is not a resident to ensure that visitors who do not 
have a permanent address are able to see the prisoner. In 
this instance, after the prisoner has sent a written application 
to the Governor the visiting order should be sent to a  
pre-determined address or, failing this, the visitors’ centre or 
the prison gate. The collection point must be agreed  
between the prisoner and the Governor. The visitor is  
required to produce approved identification in order to  
collect the visiting order, and should be informed of the  
acceptable forms of identification in advance…

 
 Prison Service Order 4410 

73.8% of Irish Traveller prisoners were identified as receiving visits 
from family. This high level of contact through prison visits again  
indicates the strong family support network available to many  
Traveller prisoners. 26.2% of Irish Travellers were identified as not 
receiving any visits from family members. The percentage of prisoners 
without prison visits is significant in the context of the Traveller  
community. The Travelling community places a high value on family 
bonds. Therefore the lack of family visits in the case of over a  
quarter of Irish Traveller prisoners is significant. One explanation for 
this may be the expense of a prison visit by a family member either 
from a different part of the UK or the Republic of Ireland. It may also 
indicate a difficulty on the part of the prisoner or his or her family in 
coping with the bureaucracy of applying for, and receiving a visiting 
order either as a result of illiteracy or simply not having the  
necessary identity documents to access the prison. It may also  
suggest an inability on the part of the family to receive a visiting order 
as they may possess no officially recognised address. Of course, 
other non-culturally specific factors such as a breakdown in relations 
may be the cause of a prisoner not receiving a visit but it is important 
to note that the absence of family visits for whatever reason is likely to 
impact more acutely on Travellers because of their customs of familial 
reliance.

In other 
prisons  
I could  

leave V.O.s  
on the gate  
for my wife, 

or send them 
to a friend. 

That’s  
useful for 
Travellers 

but you  
can’t do 

that here. 
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I do feel that they [Travellers] are sometimes  
reluctant to access services because they feel that 
Travellers are not understood by staff. 

(Prison chaplain)

A Traveller man hanged himself here last year. He 
was a good friend of mine. He was 8 years over his 
tariff for a life sentence. He had done lots of  
re-offending coursework. He was doing what the 
prison told him to do. They told him if he  
completed it he’d be released sometime after his  
tariff. However, he continued to do the same 
coursework over and over. He’d done everything 
these people had asked him to do. He’d done more 
than his fair share of it, he’d done it three or four 
times over and over and over again. There wasn’t 
anything else for him to do… all he wanted was to 
be in the company of Irish prisoners. They refused 
him that.

This prisoner has difficulties understanding how 
to apply for access to prison phones.  

(Prison officer)



12. Resettlement / Release 
on Licence
12.1 Findings

•  TPRP encountered instances in which prison resettlement 
professionals stated that Traveller prisoners due for release 
on licence were unlikely to be permitted to live on authorized 
Traveller sites.

  …MAPPA would reject his [an Irish Traveller prisoner’s]  
application to live on the [local authority] site. 53 (Probation 
Officer, London)

•  Staff in a number of prisons indicated that Traveller sites were 
presumed to be prima facie unsuitable accommodation for 
Travellers released on licence.

  Travellers don’t get released [on licence] back to sites. (Prison 
Chaplain, North West)

•  TPRP encountered instances in which prison resettlement 
professionals stated that Traveller prisoners due for release 
would not be eligible or suitable for support services.

  We really can’t do much for him. We can’t get him  
accommodation anywhere because he’s a Traveller. (CARAT 
54 Worker, London)

•  TPRP found that many Traveller prisoners did not know that 
resettlement services were available to Travellers.

12.2 Context
  There is the possibility that the inflexibility of OASys is 

adversely affecting a GTR prisoner application for ROTLs 
and Home Leave. 55 The perception amongst GTR prisoners 
is that it does, and that in consequence GTR prisoners are 
being denied D Cat status and thus parole as a result. They 
point to an apparent reluctance of agencies and contracted 
out private sector service providers to monitor tags within 
the GTR communities. If this is so, then other ways must be 
found to ensure that GTR prisoners’ ability to access parole 
(and indeed, outside work opportunities as part of sentence 
progression) is not being unfairly restricted. (Nacro, 2009, 
p.19)

53  Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangement, MAPPA, is a mechanism through 
which Police, Probation and Prison Services share information across agencies 
on MAPPA offenders in order to enhance public protection,  PSO 4745, Multi-
Agency Public Protection Arrangement, (MAPPA).

54  CARAT, stands for Counselling, Assessment, Referral, Advice and Throughcare 
services, PSO 3630, CARATs

55  Offender Assessment System, (OASys), is used to identify the reasons for an  
individual prisoner’s offending behaviour, how to change this offending  
behaviour and to create a sentence plan for every prisoner due to spend more 
than twelve months in prison.

  Travellers receive much less help with resettlement than others because it is assumed that ‘you’re 
going to go out and live in a caravan’ (Clinks and Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.26)

  Where specific resettlement needs among BAME offenders are identified, some separate reset-
tlement provision may be appropriate. This might include, for example, specialist services for 
the most socially and economically marginalised groups, such as foreign national prisoners with 
disputed immigration status, and those from Traveller/Roma/Gypsy backgrounds. There may also 
be a need for specialist work to tackle cultural resistance to engaging with services within some 
minority ethnic communities. (Clinks and Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.40) 

  Unless something is done to tackle the causes of offending behaviour, and the social and eco-
nomic exclusion from which it commonly springs, and to which it contributes, prisons will continue 
to have revolving doors, and the public will not in the long term be protected. … insufficient prior-
ity is given by the prison service to resettlement work and outcomes. It is not enough to draw up 
sentence plans: they will remain only paper exercises unless prison staff are able to engage with 
and motivate prisoners, and to provide the appropriate interventions. …assessing the risks and 
needs of each individual and ensuring, through regular contact with a dedicated prison officer, that 
they are provided for, progressed and regularly reviewed. It requires standards and targets to be 
set for prisons, as well as prisoners, so that the provision of adequate time and resources is not an 
optional extra, but a baseline requirement. (HM Inspectorates of Prisons and Probation, 2001)

  People serving short prison sentences are two to three times more likely to reoffend if they do not 
have suitable housing. (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.48)

  Prisoners who have problems with both employment and accommodation on release from prison 
had a reoffending rate of 74% during the year after custody, compared to 43% for those with no 
problems. (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.49)

12.3 Commentary

  
  From the beginning of a prisoner’s sentence, consideration shall be given, in consultation with the 

appropriate after-care organisation, to the prisoner’s future and the assistance to be given him on 
and after his release.

  
 Prison Rules 1999 consolidated January 2010 
 

  All prisoners have the opportunity to maintain and develop appropriate community ties and to 
prepare for their release. Provision by the Prison Service in collaboration with probation areas is 
targeted on the basis of an assessment of risks and needs and directed towards reducing the risk 
of re-offending and risk of harm. 

 Prison Service Order 0200 Performance Standard 52 
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Licence Conditions…
 Standard Conditions
  (i)  To be well behaved, not to commit any offence and not to do anything which could  

undermine the purposes of your supervision, which are to protect the public, prevent you 
from re-offending and help you to re-settle successfully into the community.  

  (ii)  To keep in touch with your supervising officer in accordance with any instructions that you 
may be given;

  (iii) If required, to receive visits from your supervising officer at your home/place of residence  
 (e.g. approved premises);

  (iv)  Permanently to reside at an address approved by your supervising officer and notify him 
or her in advance of any proposed change of address or any proposed stay (even for one 
night) away from that approved address;…

   Prison Service Order 6000 

  
 Being released ‘on licence’
  If a prisoner is sentenced to a determinate sentence of 12 months or more, the second half of 

their sentence is spent in the community. This is ‘on licence’. Being on licence means they have 
to meet certain conditions - like having to stay away from the victim of their crime. If they break 
any conditions or commit another crime, they could go back to prison to serve their sentence. The 
prisoner is supervised (managed) by the Probation Service.  
 (Crime and Justice, Direct Gov. website)

12.3.1 Accessing Pre-release Services
  Interestingly, black prisoners were most likely, and white Irish/other prisoners least likely, to say 

that they had done something in prison that would make them less likely to offend. 56 (HM Chief 
Inspector of Prisons for England and Wales, 2010, p.38)

TPRP’s focus groups and interviews revealed a failure on the part of the prisons visited to provide suitable 
pre-release services and unwillingness, in cases, to provide Traveller prisoners with pre-release services. 
TPRP found a lack of knowledge amongst Traveller prisoners of pre-release services such as benefits and 
accommodation advice, addiction service signposting and skills training. Strikingly, in two prisons visited, 
it was apparent that this lack of knowledge was a result of a failure on the part of the prisons in delivering 
services to Travellers rather than a failure on the part of Traveller prisoners in making applications to  
access services.

In contrast to TPRP’s other visits across the prison estate, Travellers in a focus group held in a London 
prison indicated a lack of interest in pre-release services generally. The participants stated a preference for 
relying upon their family and community network to assist them upon release and they were sceptical of 
the relevance or even the existence of pre-release services. 

Participants in the London focus group overwhelmingly identified site provision and accommodation on 
sites as central to their ability to lead positive and law-abiding lives upon release. The participants felt 
government policies on Traveller accommodation hindered them and their families from maintaining stable 
lives in which they could access employment opportunities, education for children and health services. 
Moreover, the London, South East and Midlands TPRP focus groups emphasised the moral guidance

56 This report acknowledges that Irish Travellers in prison are frequently defined solely as ‘white Irish.’

provided by living within a stable Traveller community. Participants in all of the focus groups stated that 
the opposition to Traveller sites (and continued reduction in sites) meant that traditional Traveller family 
and community structures were breaking up and as result, young Traveller men were no longer heeding the 
advice of the community.

  Look, if you’re on a site and you’re doing something stupid, somebody will have a word with 
you... They won’t let you get involved in stuff you shouldn’t be at…If you’re on an estate, you’ll get 
mixed up with the wrong crowd…drugs, all sorts. That’s what happened me. When I get out I’m 
sticking to my own… (Irish Traveller prisoner, South East)

12.3.2 Traveller Sites and Release on Licence
TPRP recorded a number of instances related by prison staff and prisoners in which the conditions 
imposed on Irish Travellers due for release on licence prevented an offender returning to family life on a 
Traveller site during the licence period. 

Prisoners in all TPRP focus groups highlighted cases (not involving either child protection or domestic  
violence issues) in which Travellers were being prevented from returning to live on Traveller sites because 
the accommodation was deemed unsuitable (see above PSO 6000 Chapter 14, licence condition (iv)).  
Traveller prisoners felt that preventing their release on licence to sites was based on a prejudicial  belief 
that the parolee would become ensnared in criminality by returning to their community: 

  We can’t go back to a site [due to licence conditions]…They [the Probation Service] think we’re all 
criminals but they wouldn’t say the same about a whole estate. They wouldn’t stop a man going 
home because there used to be a criminal who lived in the same estate…but we’re all thieving  
pikies… (Irish Traveller prisoner, South East)

In contrast, a Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) report makes it clear that: 

  While there may be individual elements in the Gypsy and Traveller community that may be  
involved in such [anti-social] behaviour, there is absolutely no substantive evidence that the level 
of such behaviour is any more significant than in other groups, or in the population as a whole. 

  (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2009, p.15)

Significantly, the report goes on to suggest that the negative perception of Traveller sites is reinforced 
through prejudicial media attention:

  …the reporting of cases where such activity does take place can sometimes lead to a  
misconception that all Gypsies and Travellers are involved in criminal or antisocial behaviour. That 
is not the case at all. Indeed, Gypsies and Travellers are often the victims of such behaviour, or at 
the receiving end of racist behaviour or language. (Department for Communities and Local  
Government, 2009, p.15)

Traveller prisoners felt that it was established Probation Service practice to prevent release on licence to 
Traveller sites (including authorised sites). On a TPRP prison visit, a governor acknowledged that staff may 
have applied a blanket ban on the release of Travellers to accommodation on sites. He indicated that staff, 
when considering resettlement issues, did not always understand the nature of a Traveller site and  
therefore misunderstood the prisoner’s desire to return to a site. He suggested that staff did not always 
know that sites were in most cases, officially authorised, permanent (with postcodes) and had electricity 
and running water.
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TPRP’s research suggests that decisions on the release on licence 
of Traveller prisoners are sometimes made based on an institutional 
presumption that Traveller sites are unsuitable environments for the 
re-integration to society of ex-offenders. In light of TPRP’s findings on 
the release on licence of Traveller prisoners, agencies and personnel 
involved in setting licence conditions should consider each request 
for release to accommodation on a site on its own individual merits.

  I got a flat so that I could get released [on licence]… I wanted 
to be with the family but I was told that I wouldn’t get  
released on to a site… (Irish Traveller Prisoner, South East)

  Where hostel accommodation is imposed as a condition of 
a parole licence so that probation can monitor post release 
conduct, a GTR prisoner is at another (dual) disadvantage. 
Such accommodation is culturally alien and at odds with GTR 
cultural identity: Hostel accommodation puts a GTR ex  
prisoner adjacent to drugs and to drug taking by others in 
such accommodation. GTR ex prisoners find this abhorrent 
and will often refuse such accommodation and find  
themselves therefore, unable to access parole for that  
reason. (Nacro, 2009, p.16)

Preventing Travellers from settling on release from prison on  
Traveller sites has negative consequences. Usually, a released  
individual is allowed his or her liberty to pursue (within the limits of the 
particular licence conditions) his or her own objectives and  
lifestyle. However, as an Irish Traveller’s identity, livelihood and  
support network is often intrinsically linked to the Irish Travelling  
community, licence conditions which reduce or prevent family or  
community contact simply delay an offender’s reintegration into 
society. In many cases, the alternative to a prisoner’s preference to be 
released to a site is the offer of a hostel.  This alternative to residency 
on a site was unanimously derided in TPRP’s focus groups as being 
‘worse than prison’ for Travellers. Traveller prisoners found the idea of 
release without access to one’s family as perverse and anathema to 
Traveller identity. Indeed, TPRP recorded a high number of prisoners 
in focus groups who had been recalled to prison as a result of  
breaking the residency conditions of their licence.

12.3.3  Home Detention Curfew (HDC, also known as ‘tagging’)
  Most prisoners serving sentences of three months or over but 

less than four years will be eligible for consideration for Home 
Detention Curfew.

 
  The purpose of HDC is to manage more effectively the  

transition of offenders from custody back into the community. 
Prisoners will be granted HDC only if they have passed a risk 
assessment and are able to provide a suitable home address 
which is approved by the Probation Service...  

I applied to 
Nacro five 

months ago 
and have  
not met  

anyone yet.   
I’m released 

in 18 days.  

  
  However, for most eligible prisoners HDC must be viewed as 

a normal part of his or her progression through the sentence. 
Prisoners will normally be released on HDC unless there are 
grounds to indicate the prisoner is unlikely to complete  
successfully the period on HDC.

 
 Prison Service Order 6700 

  Home Detention Curfew…Irish prisoners who otherwise meet 
the Home Detention Curfew (HDC) eligibility criteria set out in 
PSO 6700 (as amended), may be considered for release on 
HDC unless there is a court recommendation for deportation 
or  there are exceptional circumstances... 

 
  Prison Service Instruction 21/2007 

Prison Service Order 6700, 5.13.3, (v), states that a substantive 
reason for retaining a prisoner, eligible for Home Detention Curfew, in 
custody is a ‘lack of suitable accommodation for HDC.’ TPRP found 
that in a number of cases accommodation on a Traveller site was not 
deemed ‘suitable’ per se. However, the presumption that  
Traveller sites are unsuitable generally for HDC (or indeed, as regards 
any licence conditions)  appears contrary to the findings of the  
European Court of Human Rights which affirmed that the UK  
Government has a positive obligation by virtue of Article 8 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights to facilitate the Traveller way 
of life. 57 As ‘HDC must be viewed as a normal part of [a prisoner’s] 
progression through the sentence,’ (PSO 6700), Travellers must not be 
excluded from HDC solely on the basis of the type of their habitation. 

  A Traveller never gets ‘tagging. (Irish Traveller prisoner, South 
East)

More generally, preventing prisoners from partaking in HDC on  
Traveller sites based on negative stereotypes of Travellers and  
Traveller sites is contrary to obligations placed on public bodies by 
the Equality Act 2010  and reiterated by NOMS itself:

  The governing principles to be adopted in meeting the 
general duty include the fact that promoting race equality 
is obligatory, and must be central to all functions, including 
planning, policy making, service delivery, regulation,  
inspection, enforcement and employment; that public  
authorities must meet the duty to promote equality of  
opportunity in all relevant functions; and that the weight given 
to race equality must be proportionate to its relevance to a 
particular function (e.g. those that affect the public most or 
different groups in different ways). (NOMS, 2009, p.32) 

57  In Connors v The United Kingdom Application No. 66746/01, 27th May 2004, 
the European Court of Human Rights held that the United Kingdom has a 
positive obligation by virtue of Article 8 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights to facilitate the Traveller way of life.

You need  
a home  

outside. 
That’s the 

most  
important 

thing.  
If you  

don’t have a 
home  

to return to 
there’s  

nothing  
motivating 

you  
to do well 

inside. 
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Technical objections to applications for HDC on Traveller sites, based on access to utilities on sites, are 
misplaced as the majority of Traveller sites have full access to utilities. Prison Service Order 6700, 5.17 
states that ‘The address to which the prisoner is curfewed must have an electricity supply. As long as this 
condition is met the address should be technically suitable for the installation of the curfew equipment. 
A property without a fixed or metered electricity supply would therefore not be a suitable address. If a 
telephone line is not available this will be installed.’ As most Traveller sites meet the technical requirements 
for HDC suitability and given that ‘for most eligible prisoners HDC must be viewed as a normal part of [a 
prisoner’s] progression through the sentence’ (PSO 6700), TPRP is concerned at evidence which indicated 
routine refusal of applications for HDC on sites. Licence conditions which as of routine impose residence in 
a flat or house when there is suitable Traveller site accommodation appear contrary to government  
obligations to protect the Traveller way of life. 58

 I was told [by probation] I’d have to move into a flat. (Irish Traveller prisoner, South East)
 
It is noteworthy that in all TPRP focus groups, Travellers expressed deep concern over practices in relation 
to Home Detention Curfew and generally, terms of release on licence, which they deemed both contrary to 
Traveller family life and discriminatory. It was felt in the focus groups that forbidding a Traveller prisoner to 
return to his or her home on licence insinuated that the wider Travelling community was criminal in nature. 
Travellers felt such criminalisation of a community as a whole was prejudicial and would be unacceptable 
in relation to other ethnic minority communities: 

  They wouldn’t stop a Black man returning to Brixton because they [probation] think all Black  
people are criminals. (Irish Traveller prisoner, South East)

Moreover, Traveller prisoners found inequitable, official obligations on Traveller ex-offenders to reside in 
culturally inappropriate places such as hostels or council flats while avoiding family contact, as is often 
stipulated by the Probation Service. As the family network is the source of social and economic support for 
Irish Travellers generally and often the only support a Traveller trusts, probation restrictions on accessing 
this support can mean that release on licence is worse than imprisonment:

  I’d prefer to spend 9 months more here [prison] on recall than in a hostel with junkies and  
rapists… I’m not allowed to see my family living on a camp so I’d prefer to be in here. (Irish  
Traveller prisoner, Midlands)

58   In Connors v The United Kingdom Application No. 66746/01, 27th May 2004, the European Court of Human Rights held 
that the United Kingdom has a positive obligation by virtue of Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights to 
facilitate the Traveller way of life.
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Travellers never get D-Cat. 

On the whole the officers are alright, although 
Travellers don’t ever seem to get given D Cat and it 
would be nice to have a St Patrick’s Day celebration.
We need decent sites. We’re all over the place, the 
community is broken up. There’s no sites. We’re here, 
there and everywhere. If you were living beside a 
man [a Traveller] who was getting himself into 
trouble you’d stop him. But we’re all over the place. 

If we had sites,  if we had settled places to be as a 
community the crime rate would drop overnight. 
But when you’ve got families split up, kids running 
wild… you can’t supervise them.  

Hostels are like prisons. Worse than prison. When 
we get out we just want to be with other  
Travellers. 



13. Female Traveller  
Prisoners

13.1 Findings

Ages: Women

    #
15-20    1

20-30    6

30-40    5

40-50    5

50-60    1

Table 22: 18 Respondents

Offences
    #
Burglary    5

Violence against the person 4

Other offences   4

Robbery   2

Not recorded / Unknown  2

Theft and Handling  1

Drug offences   1

Table 23: 19 Respondents

Literacy Problems
    #  %
Yes    11  57.9

No    8  42.1

Table 25: 19 Respondents

Learning Difficulties
    #  %
Yes    6  31.6

No    13  68.4

Table 26: 19 Respondents 

Mental Health Problems
   #  %
Yes   11  64.7

No   6  35.3

Table 27: 17 Respondents

Female prisoners with children under 18
   #  %
Yes   10  52.6

No   9  47.4

Table 27: 19 Respondents

13.2 The Context
In England, class distinctions were very important; Irish prisoners were often treated worst. (Nacro, 2000, 
p.47)

13.3 Commentary
TPRP found that 57.9% of female Travellers in prison had literacy problems. 31.6% of female Travellers 
were identified as having learning difficulties. 63.2% of the total survey replies on female Traveller prisoners 
indicated a need for basic educational intervention. 52.6% of female Travellers in prison were identified as 
having children under 18 years of age.

64.7% of female Irish Travellers in prison had mental health problems which is markedly worse than the 
figure for mental health problems amongst both male and female Travellers in prison of 26.1%. Of the 
specified mental health problems, psychotic disorders and depression were the most common illness 
types recorded for female Traveller prisoners. Although the study group was small, involving 19 female 
prisoners, there are identifiable trends in both TPRP’s survey data and the qualitative research on female 
Travellers in prison which suggest high levels of psychological disturbance, substance abuse and histories 
of suffering domestic violence. 

The bleak situation of female Traveller prisoners mirrors the extreme social exclusion within the female 
prison population in general (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.25-26). TPRP’s findings indicate that prison is 
an inappropriate place for a high percentage of female Traveller prisoners who have acute mental illnesses 
and whose conditions are more likely to be exacerbated by prison than treated.

there are others in the prison. They 
do not inform anyone they are Gypsy  
Travellers as they are afraid they will 
be picked on by both staff and  
offenders.
(Diversity and Equality Officer)
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14. Traveller  Young  
Offenders
14.1 Findings

Offences by Young Offenders 59

    #  %
Burglary    40  29.2

Robbery   26  18.9

Non-Fatal Violence  20  14.6

Other Offences   14  10.2

Theft    10  7.2

Sexual Offences   5  3.7

Unknown   5  3.7

Dangerous Driving   3  2.2

Handling Stolen Goods  3  2.2

Manslaughter   3  2.2

Murder    2  1.5

Other Driving Offences  2  1.5

Taking Without Consent  2  1.5

Drug Offences   1  0.7

Fraud and Forgery  1  0.7

Table 28: 137 Respondents

59  Young Offenders are defined as having a birthday after 21st September 1980, 
i.e. under 21 years of age on the day the survey week started.

Sentence length being served by Young Offenders
   
   Official statistics (11034)   Irish Travellers (132)

   #  %   #  %
Remand   2347  21.3   26  19.7

Less or equal to 6 mths 1079  9.8   10  7.6

>6 months to <12 mths 522  4.7   3  2.3

12 months to < 4 years 4150  37.6   45  34.1

> 4 years  2936  26.6   48  36.3

Table 29: 132 Respondents
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Last week, he attempted suicide as a result of being 
cut off from his family. 
(Prison chaplain)

If I had a problem, say, a bad phone call, trouble at 
home or whatever I’d never talk to somebody who 
wasn’t a Traveller. Whatever it was you were  
telling him would be all over the wing. That’s why 
you need other Travellers…If I knew another  
Traveller was in trouble, I’d give him whatever I 
had tobacco, anything in my cell to help him out. 



Young Offenders with children under 18

    #  %
Yes    68  50.4
No    67  49.6

Table 30: 135 Respondents

Young Offender males with children under 18

   #  %
Yes   66  51.6

No   62  48.4

Table 31: 128 Respondents

Irish Traveller Young Offenders represent 46.3% of the overall Irish 
Traveller prisoner population. Generally, Young Offenders represent 
13.8% of the overall prison population.

94.9% of Traveller Young Offenders are male. 5.1 % of Traveller Young 
Offenders are female.

58.4% of offences committed by Traveller Young Offenders were  
offences related to unlawfully obtained property. 60

22.2% of Traveller Young Offenders were identified as having mental 
health problems.

48.9% of Traveller Young Offenders were identified as having serious 
problems with literacy. 20.5% of Traveller Young Offenders were  
identified as having learning difficulties. 52.2% of Traveller Young  
Offenders were identified as requiring basic educational intervention.

14.2 Context
  HM Chief Inspector of Prisons has commented that ‘the high 

reoffending rate among young adult men is unlikely to reduce 
without significant changes in approach, funding and focus’ 
(Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.33)

  23% of young offenders have learning difficulties (IQ below 
70) and 36% borderline learning difficulties (IQ 70–80%). At 
least 60% have difficulties with speech, language and  
communication that adversely affect their ability to participate 
in certain elements of the custodial regime. (Prison Reform 
Trust, 2010, p.33)

60  Offences relating to unlawfully obtained property include: burglary, robbery, 
theft, fraud and forgery, and handling stolen goods.

 When I was 
12 I was told 

go out and 
earn a living. 

There was 
no daddy or 

mammy  
giving me 

handouts….

  Young people who are not in education or employment are twenty times more likely to commit a 
crime. (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.34)

  74.8% of young men released from prison in 2004, were reconvicted within two years of release. 
(Prison Reform Trust, 2010, p.33)

14.3 Commentary
Irish Traveller Young Offenders make up almost half the overall Irish Traveller prisoner population. This very 
high rate of younger offenders indicates a need for intervention in the lives of young (predominantly) male 
Travellers before incarceration. As 52.2% of Traveller Young Offenders were identified as requiring basic 
educational intervention and 22.2% were defined as having mental health problems, clearly these areas in 
particular should be addressed during imprisonment to reduce re-offending.

51.6% of male Traveller Young Offenders have a child or children. In comparison, 25% of the overall male 
population in Young Offender Institutions are, or are shortly to become, fathers (Prison Reform Trust, 2010, 
p.34). The fact that so many Traveller Young Offenders are fathers has serious negative implications for the 
future life chances of their children and the wider Travelling community. 61 62

 

61 65% of boys with a convicted parent go on to offend, (Prison Reform Trust, 2010 p.22)
62  ‘The systematic induction into prison of a significant proportion of any identifiable group within society is a cause for  

concern,’ (Linehan et al, 2002, p.79).

How would you stop a young  
Traveller getting into trouble with 
the law? - Stay away from bad  
influences … and drugs. But that’s 
about having sites too. You keep an eye 
on your own, that’s how you get boys 
to have respect and manners…
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15. Faith
15.1 Findings
• Irish Traveller prisoners are overwhelmingly Roman Catholic

•  Irish Traveller prisoners, in most cases, identified the prison 
chaplain as the person they most trusted

•  Irish Traveller prisoners use religious images, statues and 
Rosary beads to reference their community’s faith practices 
and thereby, to support their religious and cultural lives 

15.2 Context 
•  The overwhelming majority of Irish Travellers are Roman 

Catholics: 98.0% in ROI and 96.7% in NI. (UCD, 2010, p.47)

•  Religion is very important in the lives of Irish Travellers.  
Religion is ‘important’ or ‘very important’ to 89.4% of ROI 
Travellers and 85.3% of NI Travellers… (UCD, 2010, p.48)

15.3 Commentary
TPRP found that most Irish Travellers in prison considered their 
religious faith to be important. Traveller prisoners often identified their 
Catholic faith as an intrinsic part of their cultural and ethnic identity. 
Traveller prisoners often indicated an instant respect for and trust in 
members of the Catholic chaplaincy. Prison chaplains were frequently 
recognized by Travellers as sympathetic towards them as they were 
more likely to understand their cultural and religious background. 
During prison visits, TPRP observed that the chaplain often acted as 
a respected mediator between groups of Travellers; between Traveller 
and non-Traveller prisoners; and between Travellers and other  
members of staff.  

In many cases, because of the importance of faith in the lives of 
Irish Travellers, TPRP observed that the chaplain led on the wider 
provision of services for this prisoner group. Traveller participants 
appeared to greatly benefit from having a trusted facilitator in group 
meetings which were organised by the chaplaincy teams. Traveller 
prisoners mentioned that they felt groups organised by the chaplaincy 
maintained confidentiality and that the context, even if not explicitly 
religious or Catholic, was reassuring and familiar.

  The Co-ordinating Chaplain told me, ‘It’s not your job to 
organise Traveller groups.… Then whose job is it?’ (Prison 
Chaplain, London)
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You hear ‘pikey’ and ‘gypo’ every day. 

Travellers don’t get tag [Home Detention Curfew]; 
they just assume you don’t have an address. 



On a number of occasions TPRP was informed by prison chaplains that facilitating Traveller initiatives was: 
not permitted; described as outside a chaplain’s remit; or to be done on one’s own time. However, TPRP 
found that Catholic chaplains were often in a good position to work with Travellers in prison because of a 
shared religious background and the perception of chaplains as impartial. 63

 They love religious pictures and statues. (Prison Chaplain, North West)

TPRP found that chaplains and prison officers were sometimes bemused by the religious practices of 
Traveller prisoners, in particular, the importance placed on religious images and statues. As Irish Travellers 
are traditionally nomadic, their religious practice often incorporated religious images and objects that could 
be transported with them. For this reason, religious images and objects remain important in the lives of 
Traveller prisoners.

  The priest looks at Travellers a bit funny... how they’re always down on their knees before the 
statues. He found it a bit strange how they seemed to venerate the statue of Our Lady. (Prison 
Chaplain, Midlands)

Significantly, Chaplaincy teams should be reminded that the use of images and statues in Catholic  
religious practice, although a distinctive form of devotional worship, is both traditional and orthodox. 64

63  The suitability of a Catholic chaplain contributing to the delivery of an effective race equality strategy as regards  
Travellers should not be seen as removing the responsibility for delivery away from other relevant post-holders such as the 
Race Equality Officer, the Diversity Officer and / or the Foreign Nationals Co-ordinator. 

64  The Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church, 2132, states: The Christian veneration of images is not contrary to the first 
commandment which proscribes idols. Indeed, “the honour rendered to an image passes to its prototype,” and “whoever 
venerates an image venerates the person portrayed in it.” The honour paid to sacred images is a “respectful veneration,” 
not the adoration due to God alone: Religious worship is not directed to images in themselves, considered as mere things, 
but under their distinctive aspect as images leading us on to God incarnate. The movement toward the image does not 
terminate in it as image, but tends toward that whose image it is, (St. Thomas Aquinas, STh II-II,81,3 ad 3).

A Bible was thrown out the window. I 
said to the S.O. somebody should pick 
it up. Nobody did. If it was a Qur’an 
it would’ve been picked up. The place 
would’ve exploded. There’s not the 
same respect for our religion. 
(Prison chaplain)
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My main concern for Irish Travellers is that they 
are not being given the spiritual and pastoral care 
they deserve. 
(Prison chaplain)

Anything we want in prison we have to go to a 
chaplain. No one else helps.

When conducting the survey, the records showed 
that on one wing alone there were only 5  
Travellers, when in fact I found 10! There are far 
more Travellers in prison than records show. 
(Prison chaplain)

It is my experience that Irish  
Travellers are very family orientated and deeply 
spiritual. They often attend both Roman Catholic 
and Anglican services and are quite sociable and 
willing to engage.
(Prison chaplain)



16. Monitoring,  
Reception and Induction
16.1 Findings
TPRP found that there was no systematic monitoring across prisons 
in England and Wales of Irish Traveller prisoners.

  On 11th October 2010, Lord Avebury asked when does the 
Government plan to identify Gypsies and Irish Travellers as a 
separate ethnic minority group within the P-NOMIS system 
[National Offender Management Information System]? 

  Replying, The Minister of State, Ministry of Justice (Lord 
McNally), stated: ‘The ONS [Office for National Statistics] is 
responsible for allocating ethnicity groups with a code for  
recording purposes. Once the ONS has allocated Gypsies 
and Irish Travellers with a code, the MoJ will circulate a 
change request. This request will ensure that the change is 
implemented across the justice agencies in an appropriate 
and timely manner, including within Prison-NOMIS. A  
timescale for this change has not been agreed yet.’ (Hansard, 
2010)

16.2 The Context
  To have an equality policy without ethnic monitoring is like 

aiming for good financial management without keeping  
financial records… Ethnic monitoring can tell you whether 
you are offering equality of opportunity and treatment to all 
ethnic groups. It can also tell you how and why you are falling 
short of this ideal. (Commission for Racial Equality, 2002, p.3)

  6% of respondents said they were a Gypsy, Romany or  
Traveller, but the equalities manager was not aware of any 
prisoners from these groups, and there was no specific  
support for them. (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2010, p.37)

  …the majority of establishments do not record how many 
Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners they have in their population. 
The Review Team found no monitoring of these groups being 
undertaken in the establishments visited, and Gypsy Traveller 
Roma prisoners complained that they did not feel their needs 
were considered. (NOMS, 2008, p.59)

16.2.1 Identification of Prisoners’ Ethnicity, Nationality and Religion

  ESTABLISHING NATIONALITY: …It is important for the effective management of foreign national 
prisoners that the correct nationality of a prisoner is established as early as possible. This is not  
an easy task but it is an increasingly important one. Accurate information on nationality is... 
increasingly important for sentence planning purposes. Accurate statistics are also needed for 
Ministers, Parliament and the public. 

  Prison Service Instruction 21/2007

  Foreign national prisoners, or prisoners who hold British passports but have lived for a substantial 
period in another country, must be identified.  

  Details of all newly arriving prisoners must be recorded in their personal record F2050 and on 
Prison-NOMIS…The information recorded must include the name and contact details of the  
prisoner’s next of kin or nominated contact, the prisoner’s ethnic group, and their religion…

  
 Prison Service Instruction 52/2010

16.2.2 Identification of Mental Health Needs
  

  [Processing at] Reception…[should] identify any immediate needs and risks already recorded.   
The prisoner must also be interviewed, in private if possible, to discover and record any further  
immediate needs and risks, and any other information about the prisoner that may be relevant, 
particularly during their first night in custody.  

  First Night in Custody, when family and community links are broken and the future is uncertain, is 
one of the most stressful times for prisoners. Many self-inflicted deaths and self-harm incidents 
occur within the first 24 hours, the first week, and the first month, particularly among younger 
prisoners. Extra emphasis placed on tackling safer custody issues during the first 24 hours and 
beyond is likely to produce most benefit in this early period.

 
 Prison Service Instruction 52/2010
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16.2.3 Identification of Educational Needs
  

  Any special needs of particular categories of prisoners, such as foreign national prisoners (e.g., 
lack of knowledge of English or local customs, family contact issues), and those with disabilities  
or learning difficulties, must be addressed.

  All new prisoners must be provided with a pack or booklet giving essential information…As far as 
possible, this information should be available in a variety of formats (e.g. written, video, audio)…  
Prisoners new to custody are likely to find the reception and first night periods confusing and even 
overwhelming, and while staff should try to help them settle in and overcome their anxieties, it is 
good practice not to overload prisoners with information when they first arrive.

  Induction to Custody…Key outcome: Prisoners know and understand their entitlements and 
responsibilities, and how to access support and facilities available to them…Prisoners must be 
placed on an appropriate induction programme…The induction package must be adapted as far 
as possible to take account of individual prisoners’ learning abilities and language competencies, 
and make use of a variety of formats (e.g. visual, oral, written, etc) as appropriate…

 Prison Service Instruction 52/2010

16.3 Commentary
TPRP found that in most cases, Irish Travellers in prison in England and Wales are not routinely identified 
by prisons as Irish Travellers nor are they identified as constituent of the wider Irish Traveller / Gypsy ethnic 
category employed in the 2011 Census. The consequence of failing to effectively monitor the population 
of Irish Travellers in prison is that the distinctive rehabilitation and broader custody issues of this ethnic 
minority are left unaddressed during the sentence period. TPRP concluded that because prison monitoring 
processes failed to count Irish Traveller prisoners, this prisoner group was often ignored in terms of  
suitable service provision. 

In the prisons which actively promote awareness of Traveller life and culture there was an increased 
willingness by Irish Travellers to identify themselves as Irish Travellers. Traveller prisoners indicated that it 
was only in establishments in which Travellers were treated equitably that they felt they could identify as 
Irish Travellers. In the prisons which promoted an awareness of Traveller culture through regular Traveller 
groups, Traveller Prisoner Representatives and Traveller Diversity Representatives the atmosphere between 
prisoners and staff was more positive than those prisons which did not include Travellers in their Race 
Equality Action Plan (REAP), (PSO 2800, 3.3).

TPRP found that the reasons for a lack of effective monitoring included:

• A failure by some prisons to include Travellers in monitoring processes

  When your initial enquiry came, I raised it with our Deputy Governor. Sadly, she felt that we did not 
have the resources at the moment to complete the survey. (Prison Officer, North West)

  I have checked with the Head of Diversity and we are not currently in a position to identify this 
group within the prisoner population although we are hoping to address this in the near future. 
(Prison Officer, London)

  Would you please note that we do not record Irish Travellers as a designated group. (Prison  
Officer, South West)

•  A failure by some prison staff to identify Travellers by asking questions as to a prisoners ethnic  
background

   [The] issue I’m facing is that on the official system we do not have any Irish Travellers.
  We do have people from Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland and quite a few of them will 

identify themselves face to face as coming from the travelling community background but will not 
commit that information to paper as they feel it will hamper there [sic] progress in some way.

 (Diversity Officer, South East)

• A reluctance on the part of some Traveller prisoners to identify as Travellers due to fear of discrimination

  In response to your request for research to be conducted on your behalf for Irish Travellers I wish 
to inform you that we did attempt to conduct this research for you. However at the time of asking, 
our records showed that we had no Irish Traveller offenders currently resident at HMP…We did 
look further, as we are aware that for their own reasons, some traveller offenders do not disclose 
their traveller status. (Diversity Officer, South East)

  I have no Irish Travellers listed on the nomis system for the establishment at present. This is not 
unusual, a lot of lads use the White British code instead. (Diversity Officer, South East)

  …at the moment we are showing that we do not have any travellers at HMP...however we are  
currently reviewing our data collection process and that will include a clear avenue for women who 
are travellers to disclose if they choose to. (Diversity Officer, Midlands)

  We have travellers from different backgrounds … They will attend the Catholic mass and use that 
as a meeting venue, but the problem is that they are often reluctant to identify themselves.

 (Diversity Officer, North East)

• The inability of some Traveller prisoners to read and complete monitoring paperwork

  Nobody asked me, they just went through some pages filling out things. I didn’t know what the 
sheet said. (Irish Traveller prisoner, Midlands, speaking about ethnic monitoring on reception into 
prison)

Therefore, an effective national monitoring strategy would:

•  Impose a duty on all prisons to collect accurate data about their Traveller population (at the very least as 
part of the wider Traveller / Gypsy ethnic category);

• Require staff to effectively identify Travellers upon reception into prison;

• Reassure Travellers of equal treatment within a particular institution;

• Ensure that the identification of a Traveller’s ethnicity does not depend on the prisoner’s level of literacy.

Regrettably, although NOMS have been aware of the distinctive problems evident amongst Travellers, a 
substantial minority in prison, no such strategy has been or is in place to identify this prisoner group. TPRP 
is deeply troubled that following concerns expressed in the CRE report published in 2003, regarding  
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‘access to goods, facilities or services’ for Irish Travellers and the subsequent NOMS report published in 
2008, there has been a failure to effectively address the monitoring of this prisoner group. 65  

  Given the lack of ethnic monitoring of Gypsy Traveller Roma prisoners in most establishments, 
further work is needed to ensure equality of access to goods, facilities and services for this group. 
A priority area both nationally and locally is to ensure that the needs of Gypsy Traveller Roma  
prisoners are addressed.  (NOMS, 2008, p.61)

Three years later, TPRP found no indication that prisons believed that the monitoring of Gypsy Traveller 
Roma prisoners was a priority. TPRP, to date, has found only ad hoc attempts to effectively monitor  
Travellers and in turn, address the needs of this prisoner group. 

65  Race Equality in Prisons: A formal investigation by the Commission for Racial Equality into HM Prison Service of England 
and Wales, (Commission for Racial Equality, 2003, Part Two, p.83) and Race Review 2008, Implementing Race Equality in 
Prisons – Five Years On, (NOMS, 2008, p.61).

Two members of the Prisoner Diversity 
Rep group are Irish Travellers. They 
greet all prisoners on Induction and 
identify Travellers/Gypsies and other 
members of this community for me.
 

(Diversity Manager)
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The only group of prisoners who do not have a one 
to one meeting with some supervisor are the  
English and Irish Travelling prisoners. There 
should be a group of people put together to deal 
with the Travellers and knows Travelling history 
and looks after welfare.  Somebody who comes to 
prison two or three times a year and is in contact 
through phones and letters…

We run the Toe by Toe mentoring scheme and  
employed a Traveller as a prisoner mentor. Other 
Gypsies and Travellers felt more comfortable  
doing the scheme having a fellow Traveller  
teaching them to read. 
(Gypsy and Traveller Liaison Officer)

We need a Traveller Rep to look after Travellers. 

Block laying, bricklaying and painting are all good 
courses. They’re jobs a man can do by himself. 

A Traveller group would be great for the support, 
where you talk to your own people. 



Executive Summary:  
Voices Unheard, A Study of Irish  
Travellers in Prison
The Travellers in Prison Research Project, (TPRP), an initiative of the Irish Chaplaincy in Britain, (ICB), 
conducted research across prisons in England and Wales during the period August 2010 to March 2011 in 
order to establish an accurate picture of prisoners from an Irish Traveller background. The culmination of 
this research, Voices Unheard, is the first study of Irish Travellers in prison in England and Wales. It is first 
and foremost a presentation of data regarding Irish Travellers in prison. By accurately describing the  
situation of Irish Travellers in prison, it is hoped that the report proves to be a catalyst for effective  
monitoring of this prisoner group and consequently, the efficient re-deployment of available resources for 
Irish Travellers in prison. Effective service delivery to Irish Travellers in prison can result in a reduction in  
re-offending amongst this group and a corresponding reduction in the harm done to society in general. 
Voices Unheard, thereby, can represent a positive way forward for both the Irish Travelling community and 
wider society.

Since 2003, HM Prison Service has been aware of the failure to adequately address the needs of Irish 
Travellers in prison in England and Wales. Irish Travellers suffer unequal hardship in prison. 1 Poor levels of 
literacy, mental illness, limited access to services, discrimination and prejudicial licence conditions for  
release, disproportionately affect Traveller prisoners. Despite official recognition of these issues and the 
size of the Traveller population perhaps being as high as 1% of the overall prison population, little  
intervention has taken place to encourage rehabilitation amongst this group. Without appropriate  
strategies for Travellers in prison, society will continue to bear the social and economic burden of  
warehousing an ethnic group who cannot access education courses because they cannot read; a group 
that cannot complete rehabilitation programmes because they cannot write; and a group that cannot file 
their grievances because they cannot complete forms.

Irish Travellers are members of a legally recognised ethnic group which has been a part of British society 
for centuries. Irish Travellers were, until the 1950s, an integral part of the rural economy in Britain, providing 
a wide range of skills and labour. Urbanisation, mass production of plastics, the mechanisation of  
agriculture and the bureaucratisation of society have undermined the traditional basis of the Traveller 
economy. Irish Travellers, as a result, have become marginalised economically and in turn, have become 
increasingly marginalised socially. A hostile media and definitively anti-nomadic legislation such as the 
Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994, have exacerbated the precarious condition of this group. 

Irish Travellers have not always adapted to the dynamics of contemporary life in Britain. Committed to 
retaining their strong family bonds and nomadic way of life, many Travellers have refused to assimilate into 
British society. On occasion, maintaining the Traveller way of life, has, for some Travellers, meant living 
apart from mainstream society. Experiences of pervasive prejudice from within mainstream society, for 
example, in terms of accommodation or educational opportunities, have conditioned some in this  
community to become less concerned with society’s rules and more interested in their own survival and 
prosperity. TPRP found that this narrative frequently results in the imprisonment of Irish Travellers. 

Overall, TPRP found that prisons are ill-prepared to deal with this distinctive prisoner group, failing to  
address the needs of Irish Traveller prisoners and consequently, failing in broader ambitions to reduce 
recidivism. Voices Unheard enumerates the challenges facing Irish Travellers in prison and makes initial 
recommendations for the improved delivery of services to this prisoner group, for the benefit of the Irish 
Traveller community and wider society.

1  See Race Equality in Prisons: A formal investigation by the Commission for Racial Equality into HM Prison Service of England 
and Wales, (Commission for Racial Equality, 2003, Part Two, p.83) and Race Review 2008, Implementing Race Equality in 
Prisons – Five Years On, (NOMS, 2008, p.59, p.61).

Findings

•  There is no effective, overall strategy for monitoring Irish Travellers in prison as a separate group 
or as part of a broader Gypsy Traveller Roma category.

•  Prisons have failed to formulate or implement measures to ensure equality of opportunity for 
this prisoner group despite the stated ‘priority’ given to addressing ‘the needs of Gypsy Traveller 
Roma prisoners.’ 2

• Irish Travellers in prison are commonly subjected to racist treatment.

• Irish Travellers represent between 0.6% and 1% of the entire prison population.

• Irish Travellers represent between 2.5% and 4% of the minority ethnic population in prison.

• Irish Travellers may represent between 5% and 8% of the foreign national population in prison.

• 51.7% of offences involving Irish Travellers were in relation to unlawfully obtaining property.

• 59.3 % of Irish Traveller prisoners were identified as requiring basic educational intervention.

• 26.1% of Irish Traveller prisoners were identified as having one or more mental illnesses.

• 58.9% of Irish Traveller prisoners have a child (or children) under the age of 18.

• 37% of Irish Traveller prisoners normally live (i.e. prior to incarceration) on Traveller sites.

• 46.3% of all Irish Traveller prisoners are young adults (between 18 and 21 years of age).

• 51.6% of Traveller Young Offender males have a child (or children).

• 64.7% of female Traveller prisoners have a mental illness.

• 52.6% of female Traveller prisoners have a child (or children) under the age of 18.

2 Race Review 2008, (NOMS, 2008, p.61)

We’ll never be equal in this world
 
(Young Offender)
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Recommendations

•  The entire prison estate should introduce an effective process for monitoring the population of 
Irish Travellers in prison.

•    Prisons which have five or more Travellers in custody should facilitate regular meetings of this 
prisoner group with access to appropriate resources.

•  Prisons should appoint a suitable Traveller as a Traveller Representative who should be involved in 
reception, induction, monitoring and delivery of services for Traveller prisoners.

•  Cultural awareness, equality and diversity training for prison staff should include information on 
Irish Traveller culture.

•  Celebrations of importance to Irish Travellers such as St Patrick’s Day and Gypsy Roma Traveller 
Month should be recognised and used to create wider cultural awareness in prison.

•  Prisons should implement and encourage education programmes which are culturally suitable for 
Irish Travellers such as the peer mentoring reading programme, Toe by Toe. 3

•  Prisons should develop strategies for Traveller prisoners with literacy problems who wish to  
access rehabilitation programmes.

•  Prisons should consider options for facilitating access to occupational courses such as bricklaying 
and painting without stringent literacy requirements. 

•  Prisons should permit the transfer of appropriate sums from a Traveller prisoner’s canteen  
account to his or her PIN phone account in recognition of the more expensive phone calls to mo-
bile phones in the UK and internationally.

•  Prisons should afford all Irish Traveller prisoners the opportunity to purchase the approved  
international phone card.

•  Prisons should permit visiting orders to be left at the prison entrance or at an appropriate  
designated address in the case of Traveller prisoners without an officially recognised address.

•  Resettlement services in prisons should have identifiable strategies for dealing with Traveller  
prisoners.

•  Conditions for release on licence should take account of a Traveller’s right to reside on a Traveller 
site.

3 Toe by Toe is organised in prisons in the UK by The Shannon Trust.
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There has to be something positive done about it by 
putting together a group of people who are  
well-educated in the Travelling way of life and the 
history of the Travellers, who we can trust and 
can be a spokesman or a go-between, between  
ourselves and the authorities…
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