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Introduction 

We would like to thank the Chair, Deputy Eamon O’Cuiv and members of the Committee for giving us 

the opportunity to address you today, on the issue of the over-representation of Travellers in prison and 

the work of the Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI) to address this issue. The TPI is a St Stephen’s Green 

Trust (SSGT) programme and funded by SSGT, The Irish Prison Service (IPS) and The Probation Service.  

Its overall aim is to embed changes in policy and practice that have a positive influence on Travellers in 

prison, their families and communities. 

Over representation of Travellers in prison 

While Travellers in Ireland represent less than one percent of the total population, they account for ten 

percent of the prison population (according to a census carried out by the Irish Prison Service in 2018).  

This over-representation is even more stark for Traveller women, who (in the same census) accounted 

for 15% of the total female prison population in Ireland.  

We know from international statistics that this over-representation is not unique to Travellers, or to 

Ireland. We have developed a briefing sheet in the TPI on this matter, and I will give a brief overview of 

some of the key figures and factors giving rise to this.1  

Minority and indigenous groups the world over experience over-representation in the prison 

population: in New Zealand for example, the Maori population account for 13% of the population, but 

over half the prison population, the indigenous Australian population account for 3% of the population, 

but over a quarter of the total prison population.  

The situation for indigenous women in Canada, Australia and New Zealand is even more stark (as it is for 

Traveller women in Ireland). 

 

1 https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Briefing-Paper-Nov-2019.pdf  
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Country Group % total pop % prison pop % female prison pop 

New Zealand Maori 13% 51% 56% 

Australia Indigenous Australians 3% 27% 34% 

England & Wales Black/Black British 3% 13% 8% 

Canada Indigenous 4% 28% 43% 

Ireland Travellers < 1% 10% 15% 

 

International research on the factors giving rise to this situation is clear.  The reasons include: 

• The legacy of stripping indigenous and minority groups of their land, their culture, language, laws 

and customs (forced assimilation) 

• The disruption of culture and traditions (urbanisation, colonisation, discrimination) 

• And denial of identity 

For Travellers in Ireland, we have clear examples of forced assimilation and denial of their identity. In 

1963, the Report of the Commission on Itinerancy described the:  

“problem of the presence of itinerants in considerable numbers’…’social problems inherent in their 

way of life’… and the plan discussed where ‘itinerants as a class would disappear within a generation” 

and ‘a final solution to the problem’ 

Since then there has been legislation targeting Travellers and nomadism by criminalising travelling (anti-

trespass legislation), and numerous laws have been introduced without any assessment of their impact 

on Travellers (including legislation that effectively prohibits Travellers’ economic activity). Travellers’ 

ethnicity was only recognised by Irish Government in 2017, and still, this is not on a statutory basis.  

International research has also identified causes of over-representation relating to poverty and 

exclusion, including:  

• High levels of unemployment (inter-generational unemployment) 

• Lack of access to accommodation 

• Educational disadvantage and low education attainment 

• Poor physical health and mental health problems 

The extent of poverty and exclusion experienced by Travellers in Ireland and their impact is well 

documented, but it is worth restating some of the issues:  

• Unemployment rate amongst Travellers is 80% 

• 39% of Travellers are homeless or living in severely over- crowded conditions.   

• Less than 1% of Travellers go on to 3rd level education 

• The life expectancy of Traveller men is 15 years less than settled men 

• Suicide for Traveller men is 7 times higher than in the majority population 
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International research looks at the common experiences of discrimination and oppression by minority 

groups and their impacts. These common experiences relate to:   

• The experience of discrimination in accessing goods and services 

• Description in the media as criminals 

• A justice system with conscious and unconscious racism 

• The effects of oppression: including addiction, use of alcohol and other drugs 

These issues have resonance among Travellers in Ireland. For example: 

• Travellers are over 22 times more likely to experience discrimination in access to private services 

than white settled people. (ESRI, 2017) 

• The high levels of hate speech on social media whenever Travellers are discussed, and stories that 

portray Travellers in a negative light to sell papers and TV programmes  

• Not a single frontline Garda surveyed in an internal Garda study on attitudes towards Travellers had 

a favourable view of the community (2020) 

• Travellers are particularly vulnerable to early onset of drug use and problematic substance use 

relating to their life circumstances 

These issues impact on all of the community, but we know that there is a strong gender dimension. The 

research tells us that women from indigenous and minority ethnic groups are more likely to struggle 

with housing insecurity, poverty, mental illness and the effects of trauma, and this experience is 

reflected in the particularly high over representation of Traveller women, and women other minority 

ethnic groups and indigenous people, as outlined above. In Ireland, the impacts on women were first 

documented by the Irish Penal Reform Trust (IPRT) 2014 study that gave rise to the TPI (Travellers in the 

Irish Prison System: A qualitative study), and in research that we in the TPI commissioned on the 

experiences of Traveller women in prison (Hearing Their Voices).2  

I’m not condoning crime and acknowledge the hurt and damage it causes across society. Crime free 

societies will benefit everybody.  

However, if we are serious about trying to create safer societies, we have to address the injustices that 

are often the root causes of crime. My presentation today gave an overview of some of these injustices.  

From a purely economic point of view, imprisonment is a very expensive way to try to reduce crime. For 

example, at our recent conference President Higgins spoke about the injustice of cuts to Traveller 

education during the last recession - cuts that haven’t been reinstated and that have negative impacts 

on participation and outcomes in education for Travellers. Surely it would be more cost effective for the 

state to invest in education rather than imprisonment? 

It is clear that the justice system alone can’t address the issue but it can play a very important role in 

improving outcomes for Travellers in prison and reducing the likelihood of them reoffending. 

 

 

 

2 https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Hearing-their-Voices-Traveller-Women-in-Prison.pdf  
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TPI has four key asks:  

1. Ethnic equality monitoring: We have begun the journey of gathering accurate data about 

Travellers in the criminal justice system and I acknowledge the commitment of the IPS, 

Probation and IASIO to engage in this process. I thank Pavee Point for their support in 

developing and delivering the training to staff who will be collecting the data.  

It is very important that staff asking the question about ethnicity are trained to explain the 

purpose of the question. But gathering accurate information is not an end in itself. The agencies 

here today and the TPI need to work together to scrutinise the data and come up with workable 

solutions to understand and address any negative outcome compared to the general population 

that the data reports.  

2. Services in prison and probation: The agencies here today will talk about how they have tried to 

adapt their services to ensure that Travellers can avail of the full benefits of their services. We 

welcome this and seek a commitment to resource this work across all prison sites and in the 

Probation Service e.g. guidelines on pre-sentence reports for Travellers 

3. Peer-support: We are pleased that the IPS have mainstreamed peer-support in 4 prisons and 

peer-mediation training has been delivered in 5. We need the support of the IPS to roll out peer-

support initiatives in all prisons, and that the Traveller Counselling Service will be resourced to 

ensure that it is more widely available to Travellers in prison.  

4. Women in the criminal justice system: Our research (referenced above) with a small group of 

Traveller women in prison in 2017 gave us some insight into their pathways into prison and 

particular needs. I am delighted that Maria Joyce, coordinator of the National Traveller 

Women’s Forum and chair of the TPI is here today to speak more on this issue.  

I will conclude by saying that the criminal justice system is only part of the solution, but it still has an 

incredibly important role to play in stopping the revolving door of the imprisonment of Travellers. We 

appreciate the opportunity to raise the issues here today and look forward to the ongoing co-operation 

of all the agencies and legislators here today.  
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Travellers in Ireland
• Travellers (Irish: an lucht siúil, meaning "the walking people"), also 

known as Pavees or Mincéirs are a traditionally nomadic ethnic group 
that originated in Ireland. 

• Irish Travellers have been documented as being part of Irish society for 
centuries. 

• Make up less than 1% of population

• Formally recognised as an ethnic minority by Irish Government in 2017



Imprisonment rates of indigenous 
and minority ethnic groups

Country Group % total pop % prison pop

New Zealand Maori 13% 51%

Australia Indigenous Australians 3% 27%

England & Wales Black/Black British 3% 13%

Canada Indigenous 4% 28%

Ireland Travellers < 1% 10%
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Why?



International research has identified some of the causes

Effects of 
colonisation & 
forced 
assimilation 

▪ The legacy of stripping indigenous people of their land, their culture, language, 
laws and customs (forced assimilation)

▪ Disruption of culture and traditions (urbanisation, colonisation, discrimination)

▪ Denial of identity
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▪ The legacy of stripping indigenous people of their land, their culture, language, 
laws and customs (forced assimilation)

▪ Disruption of culture and traditions (urbanisation, colonisation, discrimination)

▪ Denial of identity

How this relates to Travellers

• Examples of forced assimilation of Travellers and denial of identity
• Report of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963): 

“problem of the presence of itinerants in considerable numbers’…’social problems inherent in 
their way of life’… plan discussed where ‘itinerants as a class would disappear within a 
generation” and ‘a final solution to the problem’

• Nomadic people but criminalised for travelling (anti-trespass law)

• Travellers ethnicity only recognised by Irish Government 2017
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▪ Lack of access to housing, and to land for housing

▪ Educational disadvantage and low education attainment

▪ Poor health

▪ Mental health problems



International research has identified some of the causes

Effects of 
poverty & 
exclusion

▪ High levels of unemployment (inter-generational unemployment)

▪ Lack of access to housing, and to land for housing

▪ Educational disadvantage and low education attainment

▪ Poor health

▪ Mental health problems

How this relates to Travellers

• Unemployment rate amongst Travellers is 80%
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Discrimination 
& oppression

▪ Experience of discrimination in accessing goods and services

▪ Description in the media as criminals

▪ A justice system with conscious and unconscious racism

▪ The effects of oppression: including addiction, use of alcohol and other drugs

How this relates to Travellers
• Travellers are over 22 times more likely to experience discrimination in access to private services 

than white settled people. (ESRI)

• High levels of hate speech on social media whenever Travellers are discussed, stories that 
portray Travellers in a negative light sell papers and TV programmes 

• Not a single frontline Garda surveyed on attitudes towards Travellers had a favourable view of 
the community (Garda internal study)

• Travellers are particularly vulnerable to early onset of drug use and problematic substance use 
relating to their life circumstances
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▪ Indigenous and women from minority groups are more likely to struggle with 
housing insecurity, poverty, mental illness and the effects of trauma



International research has identified some of the causes

Gender 
dimension

▪ Indigenous and women from minority groups are more likely to struggle with 
housing insecurity, poverty, mental illness and the effects of trauma

How this relates to Travellers

• Traveller women are more likely than other women in prison to be mothers, to have a 
greater number of  children, and more likely that they themselves had been in care and 
that their children are in currently in care

• Mental health issues (even more common than among Traveller men)

• Problem of  finding somewhere to live post-release



• Investment in community-led initiatives that address the causes of crime and 
imprisonment 

• Community-based alternatives to prison 

• Judges are urged to take into account the history of abuse and trauma experienced 
by indigenous people and minority ethnic groups when sentencing. 

• Prisons provide services that are culturally appropriate

• Peer-led initiatives are supported 

Learning from other countries



Report on Commission on Itinerancy (1963) 
http://opac.oireachtas.ie/AWData/Library3/Library2/DL013441.pdf

Criminal Trespass Legislation (2002) 
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2002/act/9/section/24/enacted/en/html 

Traveller ethnicity formally recognised by Irish Government 
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2017-06-01/48/

Who experiences discrimination in Ireland? | ESRI

Gardaí have negative view of Travellers, survey finds (irishtimes.com)

Irish Travellers and Drug Use – An exploratory study (2009) 
https://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/12269/
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