
Cena; Culturally Appropriate Homes: Building a Future with Travellers 
Cena (the word means ‘home’ in the Traveller language) is an Approved Housing Body that is working 

for and with Travellers to address critical accommodation needs.  

The Need for Cena  

Travellers continue to suffer the worst living conditions of any section of the Irish population. A high 

proposition are living in overcrowded conditions, lacking basic amenities, frequently in unsafe or 

hazardous conditions. The ongoing accommodation crisis has knock-on effects for health (especially 

mental health with a suicide rate that is seven times higher than the settled population); but also for 

prospects of members of the Traveller community for any meaningful progression through education or 

employment.  

Responses to this ongoing accommodation crisis have to date fallen short, and have consistently failed 

to meet targets and objectives set – a fact acknowledged in officially-sponsored reviews of the situation 

both at Irish and European levels. Accommodation policy to date (typified by segregated and isolated 

settlements on the fringes of urban areas) has contributed to social problems, dysfunctional 

communities, social divisions and prejudices that are already deeply engrained in Irish society.  

Cena was established by Travellers and is Traveller led – in the firm belief that more effective, 

sustainable and just solutions can be found if the community itself is given the space to formulate and 

implement its own accommodation responses. Cena is committed to building homes – homes that are 

culturally appropriate in communities that are cohesive and sustainable in the longer term. 

Progress and Learning Points 

All Cena developments, and we believe our success to date, are based on six key principles: 

1. Sustainability, and success in the longer term, of any Traveller accommodation will depend as 

much upon building community and family ownership as it will on providing the appropriate 

accommodation in design or in physical build terms.  

 

2. Our experience to date has confirmed for us the central importance of building strong Traveller-

to-Traveller understandings and agreements in our efforts to achieve this. We have trained 

Tenant Liaison Officers (TLOs), all members of the Traveller community, who establish an 

ongoing relationship with our tenants. The relationship is based on a clear understanding of 

both rights and responsibilities. The agreements are underpinned with a clearly explained and 

understood set of rights and responsibilities – all set out in our tenant handbook and tenancy 

agreement. However, it is our strong conviction that a more important and lasting safeguard 

resides in the continuous involvement of our TLOs. This holds true from the very initial 

involvement (embedding the understanding of tenants belonging to a broader Traveller 

organisations and not just having a role as tenants) through to timely and effective responses to 

any issues or challenges that arise.  



 

3. Our commitment to tenants is about the provision of culturally-appropriate accommodation and 

about recognising and celebrating cultural identity. We make clear agreements with tenants 

where this can be achieved in a safe and secure way, in an environment of mutual respect with 

neighbours and neighbouring communities, and in a way that is compliant with all legislative 

requirements and guidelines (national legislation and well as local bye-laws where they exist). A 

key part of training for our TLOs is about familiarising themselves with these obligations and 

compliance requirements, and about explaining these to tenants. We see ourselves as having an 

ongoing role with tenants that is about monitoring, but is at the same time educational and 

supportive. The key issues and challenges that arise in this context are about animal-keeping 

(mainly horses), engagement in economic or commercial activity, and the keeping of a caravan. 

Essential to the relationship we build with tenants is reaching a clear understanding about the 

specific legal and leglislative duties of compliance, especially important, for example, in: 

a.  the fire regulations dictating distance from dwellings for caravans, 

b.  the very strict understanding of terms of usage for a touring caravan as opposed to 

caravan for accommodation purposes. 

c. The conditions associated with animal-keeping – whether these are enforced through 

local bye-laws or national legislation. This applies mainly and most importantly to horses 

(in terms of registration of ownership, access to facilities, animal welfare etc). But it can 

also apply to other animals (we have tenancies where poultry and dogs are also a 

feature. 

d. Restrictions on the use of property for carrying on of economic or commercial activity. 

Our own experience in this respect is that it rarely arises as an issue per se. But often 

the keeping of scrap or other materials can be confused with or understood as 

commercial activity. We have found that outdoor storage space is key to allowing items 

to be kept (very often items that are of sentimental value within a family) and to avoid 

misunderstandings or environmental clutter. 

We have found that agreements on all these are possible and durable if discussions and 

understandings are reached on a Traveller-to-Traveller basis. We feel that we are contributing to 

a realisation within the community that compliance is not the enemy or a threat to aspects of 

Traveller culture. It is rather a way in which the endurance of these aspects of culture can be 

assured. 

4. An absolutely key element of the Cena approach to provision and management of 

accommodation is the concept of ‘future-proofing’. We take the view that too many group 

accommodation developments in  the past, even those that began as outstanding examples of 

good practice, have been allowed to become overcrowded and even ‘ghettoised’ over the years. 

Our discussion with tenants and potential tenants from the outset sets out to go beyond the 

immediate needs for families. With so many are living in crisis situations, this can be a new and 

challenging discussion, and it is not surprising that the first response is always about the 

immediate needs. Little opportunity has been provided up to this time to even think about 



longer term needs. In the discussion Cena has with families, we are asking them to think about 

the next generations, as well as their immediate needs – their children and their grandchildren. 

More importantly, a key part of our TLO’s role is to make this a continuous discussion with 

tenants – as new family units are forming or being planned. While the most immediate response 

may be about providing your son or daughter with temporary accommodation nearby, we 

engage with families about the longer-term impacts of these decisions, and about planning 

alternatives where necessary. Yet again we find that this process of informed decision-making is 

effective when it is facilitated on a Traveller-to-Traveller basis. 

 

5. The success of much of our efforts in management of accommodation also depends on our 

ability to work with Traveller residents to ensure that they take ‘ownership’ of their homes and 

their community (where group accommodation is involved). Our Traveller TLOs are trained to 

engage with residents around the process of agreeing on representative structures (or 

‘spokespeople’). We find this process to be critical in ensuring more positive outcomes in 

respect of upkeep and maintenance of common areas, and of households being able to link in 

effectively with local services, local facilities and other local communities. 

 

6. Finally, we are committed in all our activities to promoting community relations – and to 

pursuing this in a way that is based on building mutual understanding and mutual respect 

between Traveller and settled communities. A key part of this is about the links and working 

relationships that can be made between settled and Traveller representatives (we are engaged 

currently in a pilot programme in Tullamore developing good practice in cross-community 

relations and we will be taking the learning from this to inform our practice elsewhere). We are 

also committed to making use of our own successful initiatives to demonstrate not only the 

success that can accrue, but also the considerable positive outcomes that can be achieved in 

terms of costs and value for money.  

 

Implications  for Future Policy and Practice 

Cena has identified the need for a major shift across the board - in how Traveller accommodation needs 

are assessed, responded to and managed in the longer term. 

We know that the approach we have taken to date has been successful in addressing a number of 

outstanding obstacles in responding to the accommodation crisis we face. Most notably: 

1. An approach to understanding needs that is much broader than a narrow ‘needs assessment’, 

allows space for Travellers to become actively involved in determining their own needs, and in 

projecting those household needs into the future. 

2. Maintaining full involvement of Traveller households in how these needs are addressed:  



a. bringing a very clear definition and understanding of ‘Traveller appropriate’ (we think 

for the first time ever) 

b. ensuring that this understanding is embedded in accommodation design. 

3. Working with Traveller households to develop and support self-management, self-

determination and self representation in their accommodation 

4. Building and maintaining strong linkages between Travellers and the surrounding environment: 

most importantly enabling access to relevant local services, as well as strong relationships 

between Traveller and surrounding settled communities – based on informed mutual respect 

and recognition of diversity. 

We are convinced that: 

• All of these elements are inter-dependent, with all being necessary to ensure an appropriate, 

effective and sustainable response to the accommodation needs of Travellers. 

• None of these elements currently exist in mainstream policy or delivery in responding to the 

Traveller accommodation crisis (beyond statement of aspiration or intent in this direction). 

Cena has been able to successfully develop and implement this approach, and have personnel from the 

Traveller community trained in all aspects above. But we have been obviously restricted in our scope in 

our short history to date. 

We are now, however, with support from the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, 

in a position to begin expanding this approach. This will be done through: 

1. Work with one local authority area to complete a needs assessment and accommodation plan, 

with the intention of sharing this model with all other local authorities by the end of 2023. 

2. Work across other Approved Housing Bodies to bring the same approach to their involvement in 

provision of Traveller accommodation. 

This approach is consistent with recommendations made in the Expert Review Group report on Traveller 

accommodation: which argued for a more active role of the Traveller community in planning and 

delivering accommodation; and for interaction between Cena and all social landlords to ensure that this 

happens. 
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