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FOREWORDS 
I welcome this report on the experiences of Traveller women in the Irish prison system.  This 
report is one of the key outputs from the three year Travellers in Prison Initiative which is led by 
St Stephen’s Green Trust and supported by the Irish Prison and Probation Services. The report 
not only gives us valuable insights into the prison experiences of Traveller women in Ireland, it 
also gives us an insight into their lives and their pathways into prison. 

I respect the unique perspective that Traveller women have. It is widely acknowledged that 
Travellers have to deal with a very challenging social environment. Whilst difficulties in accessing 
housing, work, education and welfare have an impact on all Travellers, Traveller women often 
have the added complexity of holding together families and supporting parent-child relationships. 
In order to understand the issues that Traveller women face it is of the utmost importance that 
the voices of Traveller women are heard.  The prison system, state agencies and wider society, 
need to reflect on these voices, and use their message to bring about positive changes. For our 
part, we will work with the relevant partners both inside and outside the justice sector to seek to 
address the complex needs that are clearly identified in this report. 

I thank St. Stephens Green Trust, the report’s author Rachel Doyle and all of the women who 
contributed, for this valuable piece of research.  I also wish to acknowledge the co-operation 
of Governors and staff at the Dochas Centre in Mountjoy and in Limerick Women’s prison for 
facilitating this research.

Michael Donnellan
Director General
Irish Prison Service

 

‘Hearing their Voices’ Traveller Women in Prison significantly  reinforces understanding of the 
issues faced by Traveller women in Irish society, linking these to the particular issues faced by 
Traveller women before prison, in prison, and after release, through the powerful and clear voices 
of the brave Traveller women who participated in the research. 

The Travellers in Prison Initiative, spearheaded by the St Stephen’s Green Trust is a ground-
breaking initiative addressing the  particular needs and circumstances of Travellers in prison, 
long a concern of Traveller organisations and well described in the Irish Penal Reform Trust 2014 
study of Travellers in the Irish prison system. 

Hearing Their Voices articulates and focusses on the issues affecting Traveller women who 
have become part of the prison system. The picture it paints, does not make easy reading, 
with parallels in the experiences of minority, Roma and Indigenous women in prison and justice 
systems globally as reported to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 
which I chair. 

We are reminded at the outset that although Travellers are only .6% approximately of the 
overall population, the IPS estimate that Traveller men constitute 15% and Traveller women 
22% approximately of the prison population. Quite clearly, as the study points out  ‘the layers 
of inequality and exclusion’ of Traveller women ‘are multiplied for Traveller women who are or 
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have been in prison’. We are also reminded that Traveller women are and have been community 
leaders forging a way forward through discrimination and challenges.

The context presented is compelling, and of itself evidence of matters requiring the immediate 
attention of those concerned with and leading the administration and functioning of our justice 
system. 

However, the key and unique strength of ‘Hearing their Voices’ is the testimonies of the twelve 
brave Traveller women whose voices we hear loud and clear and who tell it like it is from their 
direct experience. The cooperation of the prison authorities which made this possible, and the 
Travellers in Prison Initiative itself, needs to be commended, encouraged and extended.

What the women  share speaks for itself, the complexities and challenges understood and 
struggled with, discrimination and racism both inside and outside  prison, engaging with the 
system and its services, health issues, the grinding reality for so many of domestic violence and 
the ‘hardest thing’, that of being separated from their children. Their honest stories call not for 
pity but for justice and for actions and initiatives at every level.

Next steps and recommendations towards realisation of the rights of this particular group of 
women, are well pointed to. In this regard, I’m particularly struck by the call for consideration of 
a non-custodial approach for Traveller women offenders. This is surely an essential step where 
at all possible, if the reality of Traveller women’s over representation in the prison system is to be 
addressed.  It is a step which also calls for all concerned to be mindful of the realities of racism, 
and its implications whether ‘on purpose’ or ‘in effect’.

The researchers for ‘Hearing our Voices’ significantly remained true to their methodology as laid 
out at the start and the author takes the stories, figures and findings off the page, into a space 
which demands reflection and action. Thank you, Rachel Doyle and Anne Costello, thank you to 
the HSE National Social Inclusion Office who funded this piece of research and most importantly 
thank you again to the twelve women who shared the experiences which are now a call to action.

Let this year when Traveller ethnicity has been acknowledged, not pass without some of that 
action being taken.                     

Anastasia Crickley
Chairperson UN Committee for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination
Vice-President International Association for Community Development
Emeritus, Department of Applied Social Studies, Maynooth University, Ireland

‘Hearing their Voices’ Traveller Women in Prison  |   Page 5



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We would like to acknowledge all of those who contributed to this research.  The Governor 
of the Dóchas Centre Mary O Connor, who was extremely helpful and supportive throughout 
the process and generously shared her views and insights with us; Ray O’Keeffe. IPS College 
for his support in progressing the research application, The staff in the Dóchas Centre and in 
Limerick prison who assisted us, organised spaces for interviews to take place and encouraged 
the women to participate; The staff and in-reach service providers and Traveller organisation 
representatives who agreed to be interviewed and the St. Stephens Green Trust Travellers in 
Prison Initiative Steering Group who provided valuable feedback and suggestions to improve the 
report.  

Our thanks to Avril Brandon for her work on researching the treatment of Māori and Aboriginal 
women offenders in New Zealand and Australia. 

We wish to acknowledge the support of Diane Nurse of the HSE National Social Inclusion Office 
who participates on the Steering Group and funded the research project.  

A sincere thanks to Rachel Doyle for her sensitivity and professionalism in conducting and 
analysing the interviews with the women and service providers. 

Finally, and most importantly we extend our deep appreciation to the 12 women who openly and 
honestly shared the stories of their lives with us, their experiences, their knowledge and their 
understanding.  We hope that this report will play a small part in achieving a more equal, just 
society for you, your children and for future generations of Traveller women.

Anne Costello, Co-ordinator 
Travellers in Prison Initiative
St Stephen’s Green Trust
October 2017

Page vi   |  ‘Hearing their Voices’ Traveller Women in Prison



1

BACKGROUND
AND CONTEXT



BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
While there aren’t official statistics on the numbers of Travellers in prison it is recognised that 
Travellers are significantly over-represented in the prison system - although Travellers only 
account for 0.6% of the overall population in the Republic of Ireland it is estimated that they 
account for 22% of the female prison population and 15% of the male prison population (source: 
Irish Prison Service). The disproportionate representation of Travellers in the penal system is 
not a situation that is unique to Ireland: the same trend can be found in other countries with an 
indigenous minority ethnic population.

The Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI) was developed in 2014 as a response to the particular 
needs and circumstances of Travellers in the 14 prisons in the Republic of Ireland and was 
informed by recommendations contained in the Irish Penal Reform Trust1 (IPRT) research report 
on ‘Travellers in the Irish Prison System’ produced in May 2014, which provides a useful insight 
into the challenges and difficulties being experienced by Travellers in Irish prisons. 

SSGT Trustees allocated funding for the TPI for a 3 year period from 2015 to 2018. The Irish 
Prison Service and the Irish Probation Service also fund the initiative and grant funding has also 
been received from the HSE to conduct research on the specific issues for Traveller women in the 
criminal justice system. The 3 year programme is operated by SSGT. 

An interagency Steering Group has been appointed to guide the direction of the TPI which 
includes representatives from Pavee Point, the National Traveller Women’s Forum, the Irish 
Traveller Movement, the Irish Prison Service, the Probation Service, the Irish Penal Reform Trust, 
Mincéirs Whiden, Exchange House, Traveller Counselling Service, the HSE Social Inclusion Unit, 
IASIO, The Irish Red Cross, Education and Training Board and the Midlands Traveller Conflict 
Mediation Service. 

The overall aim of the TPI is to embed positive change in policy and practice.  While the IPRT 
report contains some insight into Traveller women’s experience of prison, there hasn’t been any 
specific research conducted to date on the experiences of Traveller women engaged with the 
criminal justice system. TPI identified the need to generate information about the pathways into 
prison for Traveller women, their experiences of prison services and post-release experience.

This research was commissioned as a first attempt to explore the pathways for Traveller women 
which lead to prison sentencing and their experiences in the prison system as women and as 
Traveller women. It seeks for the first time to give a voice to Traveller women who are currently 
in the Irish prison system.

1 Irish Penal Reform Trust (2014). Travellers in the Irish Prison System: A Qualitative Study. Ireland: IPRT Publications. 
Available at: http://www.iprt.ie/files/IPRT_Travellers_Report_web.pdf 
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1.2 METHODOLOGY

The research methodology included; desk research focusing on Irish and international literature; 
one to one consultations with key individuals from Traveller organisations; development of  
questionnaires in consultation with the Steering Group to inform the semi-structured interviews; 
production of consent forms; meetings with service providers and key decision makers; interviews 
with key stakeholders including representatives of the prison service; interviews with 12 Traveller 
women currently in the prison system and interviews with in-reach service providers and Traveller 
organisations.  The draft report was presented and disseminated to the steering committee for 
comment and revised accordingly.  The research was overseen by the St Stephen’s Green Trust, 
Travellers in Prison Initiative Steering Group . Rachel Doyle a community worker and researcher 
with experience of working with Traveller women in a community development setting  was  
contracted to  work with the SSGT Travellers in Prison Initiative Co-ordinator to undertake the 
research.  

Following the submission of a detailed research approval application to the Irish Prison Service, 
permission was granted to undertake the research.

The SSGT research team consisting of Rachel Doyle and Anne Costello recognised the particular 
ethical issues involved when inviting Traveller women prisoners to be participants in this research, 
including risks associated with confidentiality given the closeness and size of the community, 
low literacy levels (requiring the consent process to be verbally presented and very clear), 
and the potential for culturally inappropriate approaches to be taken in the research process 
which fail to recognise the power differential between settled people and Travellers, leading to 
disempowerment and feelings of humiliation on the part of the Traveller women concerned. 

As Rosaleen Mc Donagh points out in her paper Talking Back, 

“In the past researchers have abused their power in so many ways in 
dealing with Travellers…I have been used by researchers and I have 
watched other Traveller women being used in a way which is totally 
humiliating and exploitative. Not only are we humiliated in relation to our 
ethnic identity, but we are also humiliated by the mere fact of our poverty 
and being trapped into corners by researchers who pose questions that 
create a cultural clash in ways that we as Travellers do not anticipate”2. 

The SSGT researchers concern to avoid such a situation addressed a range of ethical questions 
in relation to the promotion and protection of Traveller women’s human rights in this research 
process and in ensuring that exploitation was avoided at all levels. 

2  Rosaleen Mc Donagh, Talking Back in ‘Researching Women – Feminist Research Methodologies in the Social Sciences 
in Ireland, 2000, Institute of Public Administration, Edited by Anne Byrne and Ronit Lentin 
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In working to ensure the above, the following principles were adhered to throughout the research 
process;

• JUSTICE AND RESPECT – Both researchers had a long track record 
of working with Traveller women from a human rights, equality and 
community development perspective.  The researchers brought this 
experience to bear in the process ensuring that potential participants 
were aware of their understanding of issues facing Traveller women 
and their intention to ensure that the outcomes of the research are 
used to bring lasting positive outcomes for Traveller women in and 
outside of the prison system.  The researchers were fully aware 
that through the process they would enter into personal and moral 
relationships with research participants and of their responsibility to 
ensure that the welfare of research participants was not adversely 
affected by the research process. 

• INFORMED CONSENT AND REFUSAL – In ensuring the rights of 
potential research participants to informed consent and refusal, 
the researchers ensured that the information given was accessible 
(including to those with literacy difficulties), and that potential 
research participants were competent and confident to make an 
informed choice.  Research participants were also informed that they 
had the right to withdraw from the research process at any stage 
without penalty.

• RIGHT TO PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY – The right to privacy, 
confidentiality and personal autonomy was a core principle of the 
research process.  Research participants were informed that all 
information provided would be kept strictly confidential and that 
the names of participants would not be disclosed in any published 
material.  Interviewees were allocated different names (in a number 
of cases chosen by themselves) in the final report. 

• AUDIO FILES of the interviews were saved onto a USB drive, which 
was kept in a locked filing cabinet. Access to taped interviews was 
limited to only the researchers. 

• COLLABORATION - We maintained close cooperation and 
communication with all relevant stakeholders in every setting to ensure 
that the above principles were upheld and maintained throughout the 
process.  
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1.3  REPORT STRUCTURE 

The report structure covers the following areas; 

Chapter 2 Travellers and women in Irish society outlines the position of Travellers in Irish 
society, their unique culture, their experiences of discrimination, racism and oppression, statistics 
in terms of age profile, health status, educational attainment, unemployment and discrimination, 
the development of Traveller organisations and the call for and recent recognition of Traveller 
ethnicity.  

This chapter also outlines the position of women in Irish society, progress made in terms of the 
realisation of women’s rights in Ireland, and inequalities that persist in terms of underrepresentation 
in the political, economic and administrative systems, access to the labour market and economic 
independence, restricted access to reproductive health services,  the role of women as carers 
and the prevalence of domestic violence.

The chapter concludes with an outline of the position of Traveller women in Irish society and 
seeks to analyse the ways in which the issues affecting women in Irish society, combined with 
those affecting the Traveller community, have a particular impact and manifest themselves in a 
profound way when it comes to the lives and the realities of Traveller women. Here the report 
notes that whilst the developments that have been achieved in terms of women’s equality are 
to be welcomed, they have not been shared equally. Traveller women, as with women from 
minority groups throughout the world, experience multiple forms of discrimination, oppression, 
and inequality.  

Chapter 3 Travellers and Imprisonment reviews literature and research on the position of 
Travellers in prison and highlights the core issues for Travellers which have been identified i.e. 
discrimination in prison and its negative impact on Travellers interaction with services, emotional 
and psychological wellbeing and Traveller sense of identity; low literacy level amongst Travellers 
and its negative impact on Travellers engagement with educational opportunities, access to 
information, ability to fill out forms and levels of self-confidence; the importance of contact with 
family and friends while in prison and the hugely negative toll that separation from family places 
on Travellers in prison; mental health concerns, depression, feelings of suicide and illicit drug 
use; the importance of friendships with other prisoners – both Traveller and non-Traveller, and of 
supportive prison staff. 

The chapter also reviews literature and research on the position of women in prison and highlights 
some of the core issues for women which have been identified including the fact that preparation 
for release and support in the community after release is critical for successful reintegration and 
rehabilitation; the impact of institutionalisation can result in a loss of self-confidence and initiative 
needed to manage everyday affairs; the secondary impacts of custody or invisible punishments 
can transform family and community dynamics; and that contact with the probation service and 
with other women who had shared similar experiences is extremely important. 

The chapter provides an outline of the position of Traveller women in prison, stating that absence 
of literature and research on the position of this group of women is notable and highlighting the 
fact that Traveller women comprise 22% of the female prison population and are up to 22 times 
more likely to be sentenced to prison than settled women.  The report notes that these statistics 
provide evidence of the extreme levels of social exclusion, poverty, oppression and inequality 
experienced by Traveller women in Ireland. 
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The chapter concludes with a presentation of international perspectives on addressing the needs 
of prisoner women from minority ethnic groups and is accompanied by an appendix exploring the 
issues and strategies in relation to minorities in prison in 2 other jurisdictions; the Māori community 
in New Zealand, and the Indigenous community of Australia. 

Chapter 4 Hearing their Voices profiles and gives voice to the Traveller women interviewed for 
this research setting out the perspectives of the women themselves in relation to the key themes 
of discrimination, stigmatisation, isolation, mixing with Travellers in prison, issues of gender, 
children, domestic violence, services in prison, making complaints, drug use, physical and mental 
health, experiences with the Gardaí, the hardest thing about being in prison, post release hopes 
and concerns and the role of Traveller organisations.  Included in this section are the perspectives 
of prison staff, service providers and Traveller organisation representatives. 

Chapter 5  Making an Ethnic Identifier Work outlines the case for effective ethnic monitoring 
in the prison system noting that for over two decades Traveller organisations have argued 
strongly for the collection and collation of data disaggregated by ethnicity by all public bodies. 
The argument for the collection of such data the report states, is that it is essential to know 
how Travellers and members of other ethnic groups engage with the state, utilise services and 
participate in, for example, education, training and employment.  Without such information, it is 
argued that effective strategies to ensure equality of access, opportunity and outcomes and the 
promotion and protection of their human rights cannot fully be developed. 

Chapter 6  Presents the Key Findings.  In relation to pathways to crime the report finds that 
domestic violence, partner involvement in crime and high rates of peri-natal deaths and 
bereavement are key drivers of offending behaviour and that the majority of those interviewed 
were imprisoned for non-violent crime.  

In terms of engagement in prison the report finds that there is a lack of statistical information on 
the situation of Traveller women in prison; prison staff are largely open to but uncertain as to the 
best ways of ascertaining data on Traveller women in prison; the combination of the issues faced 
by settled women and Traveller men in prison culminate to form a series of unique challenges 
particular to Traveller women; Traveller women can lack confidence when accessing services in 
prison; Traveller women report name calling and stigmatisation on the part of settled women in 
prison; some Traveller women are reluctant to make a formal complaint. 

In relation to post release issues the report finds that Traveller women are frequently isolated 
or isolate themselves from their community on release from prison; Traveller women expressed 
an interest and a desire to link with Traveller organisations/groups on release from prison; a 
number of those interviewed were concerned for their future and the level of support that will be 
available to them on release; Traveller women report very negative interactions with the Gardaí 
outside of the prison setting. 

With regard to children the report finds that in the majority of cases in this study, children were 
being cared for by the extended family who had little direct support in doing so. For those with 
children in foster care, issues of cultural identity and safety are a source of fear and concern. 

Chapter 7 presents a series of Recommendations to address the issues raised in the report.  In 
relation to pathways to crime the report recommends further research on the experiences and 
interactions of Traveller women with the Gardaí and the judiciary; a non-custodial approach for 
Traveller women offenders; development of guidance and support materials for the judiciary on 
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the position of Traveller women in Irish society. 

In relation to engagement in prison the report recommends the development of a 3-year action 
plan to address the concerns of Traveller women in prison to be developed in consultation with 
Traveller organisations including a broad range of elements. 

Regarding post release, the report recommends the appointment of Support Workers in Irish 
prisons to link with and support Traveller women being released from prison and support for 
Traveller organisations locally to provide post release supports for Traveller women.   

With regard to children and families the report recommends that an analysis of the support 
needs of Traveller families who are caring for the children of Traveller women in prison should 
be undertaken; training and guidance in cultural competency and issues affecting Travellers and 
Traveller children should be provided to foster parents from the settled community; and Tusla 
should continue and expand its efforts to address the shortfall in Traveller foster families.
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2

TRAVELLERS AND 
WOMEN IN IRISH SOCIETY 



TRAVELLERS AND WOMEN 
IN IRISH SOCIETY 

2.1  TRAVELLERS IN IRISH SOCIETY

Travellers are a distinct minority ethnic group in Ireland. They have a long, shared history, vibrant 
culture, language, set of traditions, norms and values.  They also share a long experience of 
oppression, discrimination, racism and social exclusion.  Travellers’ established way of life, based 
on a history of nomadism, has been significantly eroded. This, Traveller organisations argue, 
is due to a predominantly assimilationist mind-set on the part of decision makers, leading to 
policies and practices which seek to “settle” Travellers and refuse to accept their culture as a 
valid way of life.

The level of inequality faced by Travellers in Ireland is evidenced in the statistics related to 
Traveller health, mortality levels, educational disadvantage, levels of unemployment and 
experiences of discrimination.

The All-Ireland Traveller Health Study (AITHS)3, established the Traveller population in the 
Republic of Ireland at a little over 36,0004.  According to the AITHS:

Age Profile:

• 42% of Travellers were under 15 years of age compared with 21% of 
the general population; 

• 63% were under 25 years compared with 35% of the general 
population; 

• 3% were aged 65 years and over compared with 13% of the general 
population;

• Eight Travellers out of the total population were found to be over 85 
years of age.

3 Kelleher et al (2010) Our Geels, All Ireland Traveller Health Study, University College Dublin & Department of Health 
& Children (AITHS)

4 The total number of Irish Travellers enumerated in the 2011 census was 29,573 
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Health:

Travellers are particularly disadvantaged in terms of health status and access to health 
services. They have high rates of mortality, low life expectancy and experience significant health 
inequalities, comparing extremely unfavourably with the settled community5. 

The AITHS found that;

• Traveller women are expected to live on average 11 years less than 
women in the general population and Traveller men are expected to 
live on average 15 years less than men in the general population;

• The infant mortality rate for Travellers is 14.1 per 1,000 live births 
compared to the national average of 3.9 per 1,000;

• Travellers report that they access health services with a greater 
frequency than do other comparator populations. They also access 
preventive medicine services, such as voluntary screening programmes. 
While the census data indicated that few reported having no medical 
card in the Republic of Ireland, it nevertheless remained an important 
issue for Travellers. Having an up-to-date medical card was key to 
accessing a variety of health services, including dentists. Some 
Travellers reported problems with accessing medical cards due to 
lack of, or changing postal addresses; 

• Flush toilets were reported in 60.2% (ROI) and 52.2% (NI) of trailer/
mobile home or caravan site;

• 1 in 3 Irish Traveller household living in a caravan or mobile had no 
sewerage facilities (866 Travellers); 1 in 5 Irish Traveller household 
living in a caravan or mobile had no piped water (566 Travellers);

• Traveller suicide rates are 6 times that of the general population6; 

• Among the most important factors contributing to Travellers’ physical 
and mental health status are social exclusion, the impact of a harsh 
living environment, racism and discrimination. 

5  http://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/PCT-Booklet-November2013Revised.pdf 
6 Our Geels All Ireland Traveller Health Study 2010 School of Public Health, Physiotherapy and Population Science, 

University College Dublin https://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/AITHS_SUMMARY.pdf 
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Education:

• 55% of Travellers leave school by the age of 15 and 90% of Travellers 
have finished education by the age of 17;

• In 2011 only 1% of the Traveller population (115 Travellers) had attained 
a third level qualification7;

• 62% of Travellers have experienced discrimination at school.

Traveller organisations have long articulated the fact that discrimination in school and lack 
of recognition of Traveller culture in education curricula are contributory factors in relation to 
Travellers low educational status. In addition, low levels of expectation of the education system 
on the part of Travellers themselves, accompanied by low levels of expectation of Travellers 
on the part of education providers and stringent cuts to Traveller education supports have all 
contributed to the abysmally low levels of educational attainment for Travellers. Furthermore, 
it is difficult for Travellers to see the positive outcomes in completing mainstream education as 
many experience discrimination in trying to obtain employment. Underpinning all of the above 
is the reality of Travellers lives frequently characterised by poor accommodation and appalling 
living conditions, poor health and the experience of widespread prejudice, discrimination and 
racism8.

It is important to note however that despite the many barriers that exist, an increasing number of 
Travellers are now accessing and gaining positive outcomes from third level education. In 2015, 
the Higher Education Authority (HEA) published its National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher 
Education 2015-2019 (National Action Plan).  The vision for the National Action Plan is to ensure 
that the student body entering, participating in and completing higher education at all levels 
reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland’s population. According to the National Action Plan 
in December 2015, the number of Irish Travellers in higher education was 35, while the number 
of Travellers as a percentage of new entrants was estimated at 0.1%. The HEA has, for the first 
time, set a target to increase this number to 80 over the period between 2015 and 2019. 

Unemployment:

• Traveller unemployment rose from 74.9% in 2006 to 84.3% in 2011;

• 81.2% of Traveller women are unemployed9

Traveller groups have called on the Government to create a new national enterprise and jobs 
strategy to generate and support employment in the community10.

7  Census 2011
8  http://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/Education_Leaflet.pdf 
9 Census 2011
10 http://www.newstalk.com/Travellers-groups-call-for-strategy-to-deal-with-unemployment
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Discrimination:

• 40% of Travellers report that they have experienced discrimination in 
accessing health services;

• 55% of Travellers report that they have experienced discrimination at 
work;

• 61% of Travellers report that they have experienced discrimination in 
a shop/restaurant/pub11. 

The Equal Status Acts 2000-201512 and the Employment Acts 1998-2015 are key pieces of 
legislation providing protection against discrimination and promoting equality.  These Acts 
prohibit discrimination in the provision of goods and services on the following 9 grounds; 
membership of the Traveller community, gender, civil status, family status, ethnicity, religion, 
disability, age and sexual orientation. The Equality (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2015 has 
inserted a tenth ground in the provision of accommodation only; the Housing Assistance Ground. 
These pieces of legislation aim to promote equality, ban certain kinds of discrimination across the 
nine grounds, ban sexual harassment and harassment, ban victimisation, promote ‘reasonable 
accommodation’ of people with disabilities (including making sure suitable facilities for people 
with disabilities are available in relation to access to employment, advancing in employment and 
taking part in training) and to allow a broad range of positive action measures.13

The past three decades saw a significant rise in the development of Traveller organisations 
throughout Ireland. These provide Traveller leadership, challenge the incessant inequality faced 
by the community and propose alternative approaches and a rights-based framework to build 
Traveller inclusion and equality.  Traveller women have played a key role in these developments 
as leaders and as active participants in the growing movement for change.

For decades Traveller organisations have called on the Irish state to recognise Travellers as a 
minority ethnic group.  Traveller organisations have contended that the Traveller community in 
the Republic would experience benefits from this recognition. They have consistently pointed 
out that “recognition of Traveller ethnicity would ensure that consideration of Traveller needs in 
policy, particularly in anti-racism and inter-cultural initiatives would be seen, as a right, rather than 
something to be demanded”14.

Calls to recognise Traveller ethnicity also emanated from national and international bodies such 
as the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, who stated in October 2016 that “there 
appears to be no legal impediment to recognition of Traveller ethnicity. This important legal 
change to recognise our indigenous Traveller community does not require a referendum, it does not 
even require primary legislation. The government committed in front of the United Nations Human 
Rights Council in 2011 to recognise Traveller ethnicity. What is required is not even a Ministerial 

11 Kelleher et al (2010) Our Geels, All Ireland Traveller Health Study, University College Dublin & Department of Health 
& Children.

12 https://www.workplacerelations.ie/en/What_You_Should_Know/Equal_Status/ 
13 https://www.ihrec.ie/guides-and-tools/human-rights-and-equality-for-employers/what-does-the-law-say/the-

employment-equality-acts-1998-2015-a-summary/ 
14 http://www.paveepoint.ie/briefing-why-recognise-travellers-as-an-ethnic-group/ 
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Order, but a statement in the Dáil. It therefore begs the question why this has not happened.”15; the 
Joint Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality whose 2014 report on Traveller 
ethnicity recommended “that either the Taoiseach or the Minister for Justice and Equality make 
a statement to Dáil Éireann confirming that this State recognises the ethnicity of the travelling 
community, that the Government then writes to the relevant international bodies, confirming that 
the State recognises the ethnicity of the travelling community and that the Government build on 
these initiatives and commence a time- limited dialogue with the Traveller representative groups 
about the new legislation or amendments to existing legislation now required.”16; and the the UN 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, who in its concluding observations to the 
Irish Government in 2011 stated that “the Committee…. expresses concern at the State party’s 
persistent refusal to recognise Travellers as an ethnic group notwithstanding that they satisfy the 
internationally recognised criteria. (articles 1 and 5) The Committee reiterates the recommendation 
made in its previous concluding observations and General Recommendation 8… that the State party 
should continue to engage with the Traveller community and work concretely towards recognising 
Travellers as an ethnic group17. Similar calls have been made by a range of international bodies 
including the UN Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (2015), the UN Human 
Rights Committee (2014) the UN Committee on the rights of the Child (2016).

In November 2016, the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, indicated that the Irish Government would begin 
taking steps towards the recognition of Traveller ethnicity in the New Year, referring the matter 
to the Cabinet joint Committee on Justice and Equality to advance it. Traveller groups welcomed 
the development as “a major step forward for Travellers, cultural diversity and equality in Ireland”18  
In January 2017 the Committee issued it’s report stating that;  

• The Committee is of the view that Travellers are, de facto, a separate 
ethnic group. This is not a gift to be bestowed upon them, but a fact 
the State ought to formally acknowledge, preferably by way of a 
statement by the Taoiseach to Dáil Éireann.

• The Committee strongly encourages that this step be taken and at 
the earliest date possible in 2017. 

• The Government should then conduct a review, in consultation with 
Traveller representative groups, of any legislative or policy changes 
required on foot of the recognition of Traveller ethnicity19.

On 1st March 2017, the Taoiseach issued a statement to the Dáil formally 
recognising Travellers as a distinct ethnic group within the Irish nation20.

15 https://www.ihrec.ie/ihrec-challenges-government-recognise-traveller-ethnicity/ 
16 https://www.ihrec.ie/ihrec-designate-welcomes-call-for-recognition-of-traveller-ethnicity-by-joint-oireachtas-

committee-on-justice-defence-and-equality/ 
17 http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cerd/docs/co/Ireland_AUV.pdf 
18 http://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/pavee-point-welcomes-recognition-of-traveller-ethnicity-1.2880451 
19 Houses of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Justice and Equality Report on the Recognition of Traveller Ethnicity 

January 2017 https://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/justice/Report-on-the-Recognition-of-
Traveller-Ethnicity-20-01-17.pdf 

20 Statement by An Taoiseach Enda Kenny TD On the recognition of Travellers as an ethnic group Dáil Éireann 1 March 
2017  http://www.paveepoint.ie/taoiseachs-statement-on-traveller-ethnicity/ 
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2.2  WOMEN IN IRISH SOCIETY

There have been many advances for women in Ireland in the past four to five decades including 
access to contraception, divorce, increased maternity leave, education and employment 
opportunities, equality legislation prohibiting discrimination against women and other groups 
in employment21 and the provision of goods and services22, and an increase in women’s political 
representation23 Yet inequality continues to be a persistent feature of women’s position in Irish 
society. Violence against women in all its forms goes to the heart of addressing women’s unequal 
position in Irish society. 

Domestic violence and sexual violence are pernicious evils which tend 
to undermine the core humanity of their victims. Even a few victims of 
these complex evils would be a few too many. Unfortunately domestic 
and sexual violence is frighteningly pervasive24. 

Statistics from Women’s Aid show that one in five women experience domestic violence.25 
Domestic violence can affect any woman at any stage in their lives regardless of race/ethnicity, 
class, age, religion, sexual orientation, ability, income, lifestyle or location26. Yet women from 
minority ethnic  communities face further barriers to information, safety, and protection due to 
marginalisation and exclusion.

Women are disadvantaged in the labour market, are severely underrepresented in the political, 
economic and administrative systems, have extremely restricted access to reproductive health 
services and are vulnerable to violence, with little evidence of redress under the legal system.27  
In addition, women carry the main responsibility for unpaid care work in the home. 

“Care work is about our interdependency as human beings – none of us, from 
the poorest to the richest, can survive, much less thrive, if we are not cared 
for. Care work is the vital component in child development, it can enable 
older people and those with health difficulties or disabilities to live fuller lives, 
with dignity. Fairly shared, both sexes have the opportunity to fully realise 
their potential. But the majority of care work is done by women. Women’s 
disproportionate investment in care work generates substantial benefits 
for those they care for, but at a cost to themselves – women remain less 
economically independent and under-represented in decision making” 28. 

21 Employment Equality Acts 1998 and 2004
22 Equal Status Act 2000
23 Following the introduction of gender quotas legislation the 2016 General election saw an increase in the number of 

women elected as TDs from 16%-22%.
24 Second National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence COSC Dept of Justice and Equality 2016 

– 2021 Preface by Minister Frances Fitzgerald
25 https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/natintstats.html#X-201209171229530
26 VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AN ISSUE OF GENDER Highlighting the role of gender in analysis and response 

Irish Observatory on Violence against Women December 2013 http://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/002594_NWCI_
volence_booklet_20pp_mat_lam_320gsm_cover_120gsm_silk_booklet_lo_res_FA.pdf

27 The policy on gender equality in Ireland Update 2015 In depth analysis for the FEMM Committee http://www.europarl.
europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2015/536450/IPOL_IDA(2015)536450_EN.pdf

28 Who cares? Challenging the myths about gender and care in Ireland NWCI 2009 http://www.nwci.ie/download/
pdf/who_cares_october_2009.pdf 
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2.3  TRAVELLER WOMEN IN IRISH SOCIETY

The issues affecting women in Irish society combined with those affecting the Traveller community, 
have a particular impact and manifest themselves in a profound way when it comes to the lives 
and the realities of Traveller women. Whilst the developments that have been achieved in 
terms of women’s equality are to be welcomed, they have not been shared equally. Traveller 
women as with women from minority groups throughout the world, experience multiple forms of 
discrimination, oppression, and inequality. 

Traveller women have played and continue to play a key leadership role in the on-going 
development of Traveller rights organisations at local, regional, national and international levels.  
Many have taken up roles in their communities including as community workers and Primary 
Health Care Workers, to advance the position of Travellers. 

The National Traveller Women’s Forum (NTWF) Gender Position Paper29 outlines some of the 
primary gender issues which affect Traveller women today. These issues are not exclusive to 
Travellers but are features of patriarchal societies throughout the world including in Ireland. 
The paper notes the gender roles that exist in the Traveller community, divided as they are, ‘with 
distinct divisions between experiences, expectations, decision making authority and the sense 
of value associated with each sex. In the main, and undoubtedly with exceptions, men are the 
dominant grouping, with more access to power, control and decision making authority’. Clearly, 
such gender divisions are inherent throughout Irish society but for Traveller women change is 
coming more slowly, as they deal with combinations of racism, marginalisation and internal and 
external sexism and oppression which present enormous challenges.  

The paper notes the contemporary changes that are taking place and the fact that increasing 
numbers of Traveller women are taking up employment on a paid or voluntary basis and remaining 
or returning to education, and that this is having a positive impact on Traveller women’s choices 
and experiences.  

Positive cultural connection and sense of identity is essential for the well-being, empowerment 
and sense of belonging of Traveller women. The paper notes that the extent to which that 
experience is positive or otherwise will affect the confidence and self-esteem of Traveller women 
and of the community as a whole. 

The level of racism, discrimination and oppression experienced by Travellers has already been 
described in this report.  For Traveller women and women of minority ethnic groups throughout 
the world, experiences of racism, discrimination and oppression are compounded by sexism, 
sexual stereotypes and gender based discrimination. Traveller women therefore struggle with 
the oppression, sexism and gender stereotypes faced by all women while at the same time 
dealing with the racism, exclusion and isolation from the majority population, experienced by all 
Travellers.  For specific groups of Traveller women, for example those with a disability, those who 
are part of the LGBT community or those who are or have been in prison, the layers of inequality 
and exclusion are multiplied.

The NTWF Paper refers to the significant consequences for Traveller women who, as primary 
carers, bear the brunt of living in inadequate accommodation and having to cope with poor living 
conditions, including a lack of clean running water, inadequate refuse collection, poor sanitation 

29 Gender Position Paper – National Traveller Women’s Forum http://www.ntwf.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/
NTWF-Gender-Position-Paper.pdf
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and the absence of safe areas for children to play.  It notes that living in such conditions can have 
an effect on women’s mental health ‘as they cope with a challenging combination of tasks; looking 
after the family, dealing with the local authority, making sure the children have an education, etc. 
in difficult, challenging circumstances’.

As with the settled community, domestic abuse in the Traveller community is pervasive, yet 
Traveller women are significantly more likely to use refuges per head of population than settled 
women.  A one day survey of women receiving support or accommodation in refuges in the 
Republic undertaken by SAFE Ireland on November 4th 2014, showed that in total, 475 women 
received support or were accommodated by domestic violence services on that day. Of the 338 
who described their ethnicity, 50 women (14.7%) identified as being a Traveller30. In 2013, a 
similar one day survey undertake by SAFE Ireland showed that there were 38 (10%) women 
being provided with support or accommodation who identified as Travellers.31 
The NTWF paper notes that ‘the problem of finding accommodation for Traveller women post-
refuge is a significant explanatory factor in why Traveller women access refuges so frequently and 
why their stay is prolonged. This factor illustrates the extremely high level of re-victimisation of 
Traveller women and children as they are often forced, through lack of alternative accommodation, 
to return to abusive homes. It is commonly agreed, the NTWF paper notes, that the issue of violence 
against women is no more prevalent in the Traveller community than the settled community, but 
factors such as discrimination, lack of educational attainment, employment, accommodation and 
significant health inequalities make it more difficult for Traveller women to move out of violent 
relationships and seek help through mainstream services’. 

Another Traveller organisation representative commented for this research that, 

“high levels of unemployment, dependency on social welfare and lack 
of economic independence contribute to heightened dependency on 
perpetrators and barriers to exiting violence. Also high rental costs in the 
private rented sector, failure on the part of the state to define domestic 
violence in housing legislation and failure by of Local Authorities to 
provide Traveller specific accommodation, result in Traveller women 
facing significant barriers to private and public housing”.

30 http://www.safeireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/On-Just-One-Tuesday-4th-Nov-2014-FINAL.pdf 
31 http://www.safeireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/On-Just-One-Day-5th-Nov-2013-online.pdf 
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TRAVELLERS AND 
IMPRISONMENT



TRAVELLERS AND IMPRISONMENT

3.1 TRAVELLERS IN PRISON 

Travellers are significantly over-represented in the prison system.  
Although Travellers only account for 0.6% of the overall population 
in the Republic of Ireland they comprise 22% of the female prison 
population and 15% of the male prison population (source: Irish Prison 
Service estimate)32

The All Ireland Traveller Health Study (AITHS) found that ‘based on the IPS estimate of Traveller 
prisoners, the risk of a Traveller being imprisoned was 11 times that of a non-Traveller and for 
Traveller women the risk was 22 times that of non-Traveller women. 

According to the AITHS, when calculated using the Traveller reported prisoner population, the 
risk of a Traveller being imprisoned was more than 5 times that of a non-Traveller and for Traveller 
women the risk was 18 times that of non-Traveller women. The relative risk of imprisonment was 
higher for female Travellers than for males in both analyses. In the general population men are 27 
times more likely to be imprisoned than women  (based on 2006 census), whereas Traveller men 
were 8 times more likely to be imprisoned than Traveller women  (based on Traveller estimates 
of Travellers in prison)  

The relative risk of imprisonment was higher for female Travellers than for males in both analyses. 
In the general population men are 27 times more likely to be imprisoned than women (based on 
2006 census), whereas Traveller men were 8 times more likely to be imprisoned than Traveller 
women (based on Traveller estimates of Travellers in prison)33 

According to the All-Ireland Traveller Health Survey, the reasons for the difference between the 
IPS and Traveller families’ estimates ‘are likely to reflect the fact that the IPS had to estimate the 
numbers and the sensitivity around any family volunteering information that a family member is in 
prison or that some Traveller prisoners had become dissociated from their family’ (AITHS P 112) .

This situation is reflected in the over representation of minority ethnic communities and indigenous 
populations in prisons in other parts of the world (IPRT, 2014; Craig, Gannon & Dixon, 2013) 
including for example in New Zealand where, Māori people comprised approximately 14% of the 
general New Zealand population, but 50.8% of the prison population. Females were only 6% of 
the total prison population (504 of a total population of 8,611), but Māori women made up 58% of 
that (291 of the 504 total).  The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2015) states that Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander prisoners account for 27% of the total prison population, but just 2% 
of the Australian population aged 18 years and over.

32 Quoted at http://www.ssgt.ie/about.html 
33 In conducting the research different figures for the numbers of Travellers in prison were reported by the IPS and by 

Traveller families themselves with Travellers reporting lower numbers.  The lack of an ethic identifier menas that there 
are no fully accurate statistics on Travellers in the Irish prison system.
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The 2014 Irish Penal Reform Trust Report on Travellers in the Irish Prison System34 identifies 
three key drivers which lead to the over-representation of Travellers in prison: 

a. socio – economic factors including lack of income, poverty, educational 
disadvantage, a shift away from traditional forms of income generation 
and lack of mainstream employment opportunities leading to robbery, 
theft and burglary offences which make up a high percentage of 
crimes;  

b. increasing levels of drug and alcohol misuse amongst Travellers. 
Although the exact figures are unknown, reports suggest that drug and 
alcohol misuse are on the increase in the Traveller community. One 
Traveller organisation representative interviewed for this research 
noted 

 “in 1994 we didn’t even make a submission to the Drugs Task Force 
because drugs were not an issue for Travellers and I’ll tell you within 
a couple of years we were hearing about it. We did research and 
found that it was Travellers living in standard housing in working 
class areas, Travellers coming back from England and Travellers 
in prison that were the three access routes to drug misuse in 1998.  
Many Travellers went into prison clean and came out a drug addict”;

 

c. discrimination and racism in society and in the criminal justice system 
which according to the CERD35 committee could be a factor in higher 
levels of incarceration of minority ethnic groups. This comment 
correlates with UK research by the Royal College of Surgeons,36 
which found that victims were more likely to report an offence if the 
perpetrator was from a minority ethnic background and that there 
are higher rates of arrest and likelihood of being detained on remand 
for minority ethnic people.

34 Travellers in the Irish Prison System – A Qualitative Study IPRT 2014
35 UN Committee on the elimination of all forms of racial discrimination 2005 General Recmmendation XXXI
36 Royal College of psychiatrists 2007
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The IPRT report identifies a wide range of issues for Travellers in the prison system. These include:

• Discrimination in prison and its negative impact on Travellers’ 
engagement with services, their emotional and mental health and 
their sense of identity; 

• Low literacy level amongst Travellers and its negative impact on 
Travellers’ involvement with educational opportunities, access to 
information, ability to fill out forms and levels of self-confidence; 

• The importance of contact with family and friends while in prison 
and the hugely negative toll that separation from family places on 
Travellers in prison; 

• Mental health concerns, depression and feelings of suicide amongst 
the Travellers interviewed; 

• Illicit drug use, some of which began before prison and for some while 
in prison - it is frequently seen as a way to escape the stresses of 
prison life; 

• The importance of friendships with other prisoners, Traveller and non-
Traveller, supportive prison staff, and the need for ritual, routine and 
filling time as a means of coping with prison life. 

With regard to illicit drug use, the All-Ireland Traveller Health Study notes that 

‘the issues experienced by Travellers in relation to drugs are entwined 
with issues of inequality and marginalisation’. 

This means that Travellers are more likely to be exposed to the risk factors that lead to problem 
drug use. It also implies that response mechanisms to address the associated problems need 
to factor in these issues. There are heightened concerns in the Traveller community about the 
growth in problem drug use. This is also acknowledged by the HSE as a key and growing concern. 

The National Drugs Strategy also acknowledged that Travellers face specific problems that stem 
from a ‘lack of awareness of the existence and nature of drug services, lack of formal education, 
stigma and embarrassment, and lack of culturally appropriate provision’ (Fountain, 2006).37

37 Quoted in  AITHS P 23-24 https://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/AITHS_SUMMARY.pdf
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The IPRT report recommends: 

a. the development of a strategy for Travellers in prison, to include the 
address of discrimination in the prison service and the criminal justice 
system, provision of culturally appropriate education for Travellers, 
identification of supports for Travellers on leaving prison, building 
collaboration with Traveller organisations,  development of an open 
prison for women and the development of anti-racist intercultural 
training for the Gardaí and the judiciary; 

b. the development of an equality policy for the Irish Prison Service; 

c. implementation of effective ethnic monitoring; 

d. establishment of Traveller peer support groups in prison; 

e. targeted reintegration supports for Travellers; 

f. further research on the relationship between social disadvantage, 
marginalisation and offending behaviour amongst Travellers.

The UN Committee against Torture in its concluding observations on Ireland’s report to the 
committee in 201138 made a series of recommendations in relation to prisons and detention 
including recommending that the Irish Government strengthen its efforts to implement a gender-
sensitive approach for the training of those involved in the custody, interrogation or treatment of 
women subjected to any form of arrest, detention or imprisonment.

The Committee also recommended that the state strengthen its efforts to ensure training of law 
enforcement personnel and others on the treatment of vulnerable groups at risk of ill-treatment 
such as children, migrants, Travellers, Roma and other vulnerable groups.

38 Committee against Torture Forty-sixth session 9 May-3 June 2011 Consideration of reports submitted by States 
parties under article 19 of the Convention Concluding observations of the Committee against Torture - Ireland
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A number of welcome initiatives are outlined in the Irish Prison Service 
Strategic Plan 2016-201839 in relation to Travellers in Prison. Goal 2.6 
of the strategy states that ‘in conjunction with the Probation Service and 
the community/voluntary sector, we will enhance services to Travellers 
through the Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI)’.  

The strategic plan goes further to state that, 

• We will pilot an initiative to better capture information on Travellers 
on committal; 

• We will examine particular issues faced by female Travellers in custody;
 
• We will develop a family support toolkit for families affected by 

imprisonment;

• We will establish peer support for Travellers in custody;

• We will examine training requirements to develop increased 
understanding by our staff of specific issues impacting on Travellers;

• We will increase access to services for travellers in custody through 
the provision of more culturally responsive interventions. 

• The expected outcomes of these initiatives are;

• Improved services for all Travellers within the system and a reduction 
in racist incidents, bullying and harassment for Travellers.

39 http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Irish-Prison-Service-Strategic-Plan-2016-2018.pdf/Files/Irish-Prison-Service-
Strategic-Plan-2016-2018.pdf 
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3.2 WOMEN IN PRISON

The increase in the numbers of women incarcerated in Irish prisons in recent years is a cause for 
serious concern accompanied as it is with a lack of concerted efforts to examine the potential for 
alternative community based responses to women offenders.  

In Ireland, the number of women committed to prison rose by 132% between 2007 (1,155 women) 
and 2014 (2,685 women). 40 On June 24th 2016 Dóchas women’s prison was operating at 107% of 
its recommended maximum capacity.41 The operation capacity of Dóchas is 105.42 

On December 20th 2016, there were 3,674  people in prison custody in Ireland (Irish Prison 
Service)43. On average, women make up approximately 3.5% of the prison population.  A large 
number of committals are short-term (up to a year) and are for non-violent crimes.

In 2013, 83% of women given prison sentences were committed due to failure to pay court-
ordered fines. The Irish Penal Reform Trust notes that the impact of even short-term imprisonment 
on these women and their families is profound and that economic and social costs to society at 
large arising from the imprisonment of women are significant44. International research suggests 
that the effects of imprisoning women are different to the effects of imprisoning men. It reports 
that many women lose their homes within the first few weeks of being imprisoned and in many 
cases their children are more likely to be placed in care45.

There are 14 institutions in the Irish prison system consisting of 11 traditional “closed” institutions, 
two open (minimal security) centres, and one “semi-open” facility (the Training Unit). The two 
prisons in the State which accommodate women prisoners are the Dóchas Centre, which is a 
purpose built women’s prison, and a wing in Limerick Prison (E Wing).  Both are medium security 
prisons. In the Dóchas Centre, the women live in en-suite rooms. They have keys to their rooms 
and so can move within the prison relatively freely. All the houses are locked at 7.30 p.m. and all 
the women in the prison are locked into their rooms at that time, with the exception of the women 
in Cedar and Phoenix Houses, who associate freely within their houses46.
 
The houses and rooms are unlocked at 7.30 a.m. The prison has a school and following an 
interview with the head teacher, courses are identified to suit the needs and interests of the 
women. Courses include computers, English and maths, cookery, pottery, art, photography 
and hairdressing. Some women have availed of opportunities to complete Junior and Leaving 
Certificate exams and Open University programmes. There is a Health Care Unit staffed by 
nurses and a doctor, with a visiting psychiatric and dental service.  

The regime in Limerick Prison could be described as a ‘lock-up’ one, with the women spending 18 
out of every 24 hours locked in their cells. They may attend the classes in the school. If they stay 
in their cell they are locked in. The prison runs a Parenting Plus programme to facilitate prisoners’ 
and their partners’ in developing their parental skills. A prison officer and a teacher in Limerick 
Prison perform parenting skill courses for prisoners’, while Bedford Row works in the community 

40 http://www.irishprisons.ie/index.php/information-centre/statistics-information/ 
41 IPRT Women in Detention http://www.iprt.ie/prison-facts-2
42 http://www.irishprisons.ie/index.php/prison/dochas-centre/ 
43 http://www.iprt.ie/prison-facts-2 
44 ibid
45 Quoted in Inspector of Prisons Standards for the Inspection of Prisons in Ireland - Women Prisoners’ Supplement (p5)
46 Working Notes – Jesuit Centre for Faith and Justice Ireland’s Women’s Prisons Christina Quinlan April 2008 http://

www.workingnotes.ie/index.php/item/irelands-womens-prisons
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with their partners47.  The Limerick Prison Visiting Committee noted that in 2015, a range of 
positive developments occurred in the prison including greenery and shrubs in the forecourt of 
the prison, improvements in the visiting areas i.e. made more family friendly, redecoration of 
recreation room in the female prison and new court facilities being constructed near the prison48.  
The building of a new women’s prison in due to be completed in 2018.

Traditionally, the small number of women prisoners and the fact that there are just two women’s 
prisons means that frequently women are in prisons far from home. High risk women prisoners 
are accommodated with women prisoners posing little or no risk49. There are no open women’s 
prisons in Ireland.  

47 Prison Visiting Committee Annual Report 2015 Limerick Prison http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Limerick_Prison_VC_
Annual_Report_2015.pdf/Files/Limerick_Prison_VC_Annual_Report_2015.pdf 

48 ibid
49 Inspector of Prisons Standards for the Inspection of Prisons in Ireland - Women Prisoners’ Supplement Judge Michael 

Reilly Inspector of Prisons © Inspector of Prisons 2011 
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In 2013 the Irish Penal Reform Trust published its report, ‘Women in the Criminal Justice System 
– Towards A Non- Custodial Approach’50

The report identifies 6 key messages which should inform future strategies and approaches to 
address the concerns of women in prison and those of the IPS itself.  These are:

1. The fact that the number of women in prison has increased with 
most women being imprisoned for non-violent offences, such as non-
payment of fines. 

2. Women offenders frequently come from a background of poverty and 
social exclusion, and often suffer from problems related to mental 
health, substance dependency, and difficult family relationships. 
These issues, the report points out, can make it difficult for women 
to adhere to bail conditions, leading to an overuse of remand with 
negative implications for children and the employment prospects of 
the women. 

3. The majority of women in prison are mothers and play a key role as 
carers for other family members. When in prison women can no longer 
fulfil these roles with serious consequences for children and families. 

4. Women face a range of problems on being released from prison, 
relating to housing, accommodation and stability, and over half of 
women prisoners reoffend. 

5. There is a growing acknowledgement in the UK of the value of non-
custodial alternatives and community-based supports for women 
offenders.

6.  The ‘one-stop-shop’ approach to supporting women offenders in the 
community51, modelled in the UK52 takes a holistic approach, with a 
range of supports and services provided in one location. In Ireland, 
the Tus Nua project provides supported housing and other supports 
to women leaving the Dóchas Centre. 

50 Women in the Criminal Justice System – towards a non- custodial approach IPRT Position Paper 10 November 2013 
http://www.iprt.ie/files/IPRT_Position_Paper_on_Women_in_the_Criminal_Justice_System.pdf 

51 See the description of ‘women’s community solutions’ at http://www.womensbreakout.org.uk/about-us/our-vision/ 
52 Including for example, the 218 Service in Glasgow, Anawim women’s centre in Birmingham, Platform 51 Cardiff, the 

Willow Project in Edinburgh, and the Inspire Women’s Project in Belfast
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The position paper makes two key recommendations: 

i. That a non-custodial approach should be adopted for women 
offenders; 

ii. In the few cases where prison is necessary, the negative impact of 
imprisonment on the women and those they care for should be 
minimised.

In 2013, the Association for Criminal Justice Research and Development published a report 
entitled ‘Tracking the Needs and Service Provision for Women Ex-Prisoners’53 Although the 
research did not specifically address the needs or particular experiences of Traveller women, 
or identify whether any of the respondents were Traveller women, it found a high incidence of 
deprivation, disadvantage, vulnerability and marginalisation amongst the women interviewed. This 
was characterised by unstable family backgrounds, care outside the home, homelessness, poor 
schooling, early engagement with the criminal justice system, childhood sexual abuse, intimate 
partner abuse, other sexual and physical abuse, little or no employment history, substance abuse, 
inability to care for their children, hospitalisation and treatment units, significant mental and 
emotional health needs and low educational and employment attainment. The study also found 
that these women had low levels of contact with family and a lack of knowledge of supports 
available in the community. Many had had an extensive engagement with the criminal justice 
system from an early age and over a long period of time. However, the majority of crimes related to 
theft, public order and drug offences. The report suggests that a culmination of the above means 
that the post-release needs of the women are extensive, challenging and extremely different 
for female offenders compared to that of their male counterparts. This further emphasises the 
need for a gender specific approach. It echoes previously mentioned calls for alternatives to 
custody, emphasises the importance of encouraging strong one-to-one relationships in prison 
and/or in the community, recommends that services, including treatment, must prioritise the role, 
expectations and identity of women as mothers and recognises that disengagement from their 
children has the potential to place a high level of strain on the mother.  The report calls for, 
among other measures, a varied range of housing units (after care, step down etc.) which are 
appropriate to facilitate family visits. This requirement reflects the different and changing needs 
of the individual women.

53 http://www.acjrd.ie/files/Tracking_the_needs_and_service_provision_for_women_ex-prisoners_-_Final.pdf 
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In the North of Ireland, women represent 3% of the average prison population (an increase of 
200% from 2003 (22 women) to 2014 (67 women).  Presenting at a seminar in NUI Galway 
entitled ‘Women and their Children Engaged in Criminal & Social Justice Settings’ in August 
2016, Jean O’Neill of the Probation Board for Northern Ireland referred to her research in the 
Northern Ireland54 which found that:

• Preparation for release, and support in the community after release, 
is critical for successful reintegration and rehabilitation; 

• The impact of institutionalisation resulted in a loss of self-confidence 
and initiative needed to manage everyday affairs; 

• The secondary impacts of custody or invisible punishments can 
transform family and community dynamics;

• Contact with the probation service and with other women who had 
shared similar experiences is extremely important. 

The research recommends greater emphasis on supporting the women who intend to return to 
the home by increasing the amount and range of family contact whilst in custody, in order to 
reduce the period of separation from their families.  In addition, it recommends consideration 
of the provision of support to women to return to their home during the period of imprisonment 
by means of day release and at weekend visits, in order to support and maintain family contact.

54 Time after Time – A study of Women’s Transition from Custody,  Jean O Neill,  Research Paper 2015/04 The Griffins 
Society
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3.3 TRAVELLER WOMEN IN PRISON 

The absence of literature and research on the position of Traveller women in prison in Ireland is 
notable. As mentioned previously, Traveller women comprise 22% of the female prison population 
and are up to 22 times more likely to be sentenced to prison than settled women.  These facts are 
stark, and as is clear from the evidence and research already presented in this report, illustrate 
the extreme levels of social exclusion, poverty, oppression and inequality experienced by Traveller 
women in Ireland. 

The IPRT report on Travellers in the Irish Prison Service discussed previously, highlights some of the 
particular concerns of Traveller women in prison. The report notes the damaging consequences 
of imprisonment for all mothers and their children, but notes that Traveller women are more likely 
than the general female population to be mothers, to have a greater number of children, and to 
have children at a younger age. 

It notes that being imprisoned holds greater stigma for women and highlights the fact that:

• Over one quarter of Traveller households have six or more persons, 
compared to only 4.4% of the general population

• In 2012, among those aged 15–29 years, 33.4% of Travellers were 
married, compared with 8.2% of the general population55.

With regard to domestic violence the report describes the fear of returning to violent relationships 
on release from prison, as was also articulated by some of the women interviewed for this study. 
The report notes the worrying issue of the increasing prevalence of drug use in the Traveller 
community, including amongst women56. The incidence of treated problem substance use among 
the Traveller community was three times that among the general population in 2010 (523 per 
100,000 versus 173 per 100,000) according to the Health Research Board in 2010. Pavee Point 
and the Health Research Board believe that the figures for the Traveller community, captured 
as part of the National Drug Treatment Reporting System (2015), are an underestimation of the 
true figures57. 

The report recommends the development of an open prison for women, and that prison should be 
a last resort for convicted offenders, especially for women with children. To this end, it suggests 
that non-custodial alternatives should be prioritised where possible.

55 CSO 2012
56 The All Ireland Traveller Health Study found 66.3% of Travellers considered illicit drugs to be a problem in their 

community and this was a consistent pattern for both men and women and across age groups (All Ireland Traveller 
Health Study Team, 2010: 67)

57 Submission to Dept. of Justice and Equality National Substance Misuse Strategy Pavee Point Traveller and Roma 
Centre Nov 2015
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The Gender Equality Division of the Department of Justice and Equality oversees the preparation 
of Ireland’s periodic reports to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW). Ireland’s last report to CEDAW was considered by the Committee in Geneva 
on the 15th February 2017. The Concluding Observations58 from the Committee were issued in 
March 2017 and called on the Irish Government to; 

• Improve women’s conditions in all places of deprivation of liberty by 
addressing the problem of overcrowding and ensure that monitoring 
and oversight mechanisms are in place and that clear procedures for 
complaints are available; 

• Ensure that the Civil Debt (Procedures) Act, 2015, which abolishes 
imprisonment of debtors for non-payment of civil debts, is effectively 
implemented in order to ensure that no women are detained for 
failing to pay a civil debt, which is partly responsible for overcrowding 
in prisons; 

• Address the root causes of the over-representation of Traveller women 
in places of deprivation of liberty.

(See Appendix 3)

3.4  INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Given the low level of information, data and analysis on the experiences of Travellers and in 
particular of Traveller women in prison, it was seen as necessary to explore the issues and 
strategies in relation to minorities in prison in other jurisdictions.  Two jurisdictions were examined 
focusing on the Māori community in New Zealand and the Indigenous community of Australia. 

(See Appendix 2 for further detail.)

58 Women Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women Concluding observations on the combined 
sixth and seventh periodic reports of Ireland March 2017 http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/
Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW%2fC%2fIRL%2fCO%2f6-7&Lang=en 
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HEARING THEIR VOICES



HEARING THEIR VOICES
This research project involved interviewing 12 Traveller women,  currently serving sentences.  
Prison staff and Traveller organisation representatives were also interviewed.  

The experiences, views and perceptions of the Traveller women, and indeed all of those 
interviewed, largely correlate with previous research findings on Travellers in prison and on 
women in prison. The findings present a more complex picture as the dynamics of gender and 
ethnicity interconnect, suggesting more rigid barriers for Traveller women when trying to access 
services and in reintegration, and the need for more targeted responses. 

PROFILE OF TRAVELLER WOMEN INTERVIEWEES 

The women interviewed ranged in age from 23 – 59 years of age. All are mothers and come from 
different parts of Ireland. Four had their first child by the age of 16, five had their first child by the 
age of 18, two had their 1st child in their 20s, and one had her first child at a later age. Nine women 
reported experiencing domestic violence.  Nine women were in prison for shoplifting/theft, four 
for assault/GBH, two for a driving offence, one for a drugs offence. A number of the women were 
in prison for a combination of crimes.  

4.1  BEING A TRAVELLER

Discrimination: 
The majority of the women interviewed felt that they were largely supported and treated well 
by prison staff. However, difficulties arise when it comes to non-Traveller inmates calling the 
Traveller women names.  This type of racist name calling and behaviour by other women has a 
very serious effect on their self-esteem and confidence.

“I heard a few of the girls calling other girls knackers.  It’s bad for the girls 
getting put down” JUDY

“Sometimes the girls are arguing for instance over there like they often 
use the word “knacker”. Yeah. And things like that. And that really gets to 
me, do you know what I mean like? When I hear someone say “knacker” 
like that really hurts me. It’s like you calling a person a bad name. They 
wouldn’t like it, do you know what I mean? And like it kinda hurts my 
feelings and some people say “ah, it’s just a word”. It’s not just the word. 
It’s a big, big word. There’s meaning in it. Do you know what I mean? Like 
we’re all not bad people. Settled people seem to treat Travellers all the 
same. They’re all just pushed aside. It makes me angry”. KATIE
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Stigmatisation (Family and Community): 
Another aspect of the reality for Traveller women in prison is the stigma associated with being 
in prison as a Traveller woman. A number of the women interviewed highlighted the fact that 
being in prison is viewed differently in the Traveller community for women than for men, and that 
expectations in the community for women to fulfil their roles as carers, mothers, daughters and 
sisters far exceeded the expectations placed on men to fulfil assigned roles.  

Isolation: 
A number of Traveller women identified stigmatisation as a significant factor, resulting in isolation 
from the community, shame and embarrassment, as described above.  Some took the step of 
keeping away from family and community and mixing more with settled people as a means of 
survival. 

I was fighting with a young one the other day ‘cos she called me a knacker. 
I don’t like that word. Call me a whore, call me a prostitute, don’t call me 
a tinker or a knacker... JERSEY

“It’s hard for Traveller girls being in jail. We’re used to men to going to jail. 
They tell us you’re worse than men going to jail” MARY

“All my friends are settled people now. I do what I want, I come and go 
when I want. I’m a very proud mother, fighting for divorce. My husband’s 
mother got custody of my child when I was on remand. The Traveller life 
is gone out of my life like. And there’s no, there’s no going back to that. 

“I’m embarrassed ‘cos alone being a Traveller’s an embarrassment and 
then me age is an embarrassment and me addiction. ‘Cos people like, 
expect differently from a Travelling woman my age. Not being in addiction, 
supposed to be looking out for my family. Not be causing trouble, do you 
know what I mean? Travellers look down on me I think and settled people 
also” KATIE

“I’m scandalised. I have a bad name because of being on drugs do you 
know what I mean? I’m nothing but a whore junkie. Oh did you hear about 
(name) and (name) daughter, she’s on drugs! But I’m not the only girl, do 
you know what I mean, there’s loads of Travelling girls on drugs” JERSEY
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Mixing with Travellers in Prison: 
There were mixed views on whether the women would prefer to keep with Travellers or whether 
they would mix with women from both communities. Some women stated a preference for mixing 
more with Traveller women as they feel a closer bond with them and have a knowledge and 
understanding of each other’s background.

“Well if there’s Travellers here, I’d rather stay with a Traveller. But I like, 
I get on well with some settled girls but not them all. Do you know what I 
mean, not them all. I just kinda hold me head down and just try to get on 
with the sentence as quick as possible. Best way I can. Just go to school, 
then I come home, read a book or something for the night, watch telly. 
‘Cos you need time out to think for your brain at night on your own”. KATIE

For God nor man. I was in shame. I left everyone, I left them and went into 
the hostel where there was nothing but settled people, and I got on with 
them and now settled people is my best friends” CHELSEA

“I try to mix with Travellers, because they’re your own kinda culture, 
y’know like. They know some of your background and whatever so you 
can sit down and have a chat with them they know you from the outset”. 
SAMANTHA

 

“Me and (name of another Traveller woman) just keeps with each other 
do you know what I mean. She starts the kitchen, I’m starting on Tuesday.” 
JERSEY
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4.2 ISSUES OF GENDER

The issue for Traveller women of being expected to relate to male prison staff was highlighted as 
a concern which may require some consideration. 

“You’re meant to do your sentence to the day. I was going to (place) for 
treatment but that’s mixed with men so I couldn’t go there, so I’m going 
to (place). Which has like a women’s side to it and a men’s side”. JERSEY

“As a male – How they viewed me coming in as a male….most of the women 
(non-Traveller) were confident and happy to talk to me but one Traveller 
woman when she came in to me she was quiet, very shy, she wouldn’t look 
me in the eye I found that a bit striking”.

One male prison staff member noted shyness on the part of one woman, which he explained as 
being as a result of her feeling uncomfortable in dealing with a male staff member.

“The other thing I don’t like in here either, the men check you through the 
keyholes of your room. You don’t feel comfortable… As far as I know for 
the last 3 years there’s only been women staff allowed in (other prison). 
Always its women staff that deals with it. Like checking the rooms and all 
that” SAMANTHA

“Even the man I was embarrassed talking to….it’s very embarrassing” 
KATIE

‘Hearing their Voices’ Traveller Women in Prison  |   Page 37



For those with children in foster care, the experience is a worrying one from a personal and a 
cultural perspective. One Traveller organisation representative noted: 

“For children in care you would be concerned about their own cultural 
identity if they’re not being brought up in their own community. I’ve seen 
kids with foster families and when they came back the kids didn’t want 
to be with their own family and it can be a real problem …you’re not just 
disconnected from your family you’re also disconnected from your culture. 
For some of them it just becomes too much and the result can be, they 
end up in prison”.

“I’ve a little boy, yeah. He’s (age) now at the moment. He’s with my sister 
but it’s very hard for her as well, she’s (number of) kids of her own as well 
and y’know so she’s got to put them to school. Trying to put my child to 
school as well”. SAMANTHA

4.3 CHILDREN

As mentioned, the majority of the women interviewed had family looking after their children.  
None of the children concerned were being cared for by their father. This was for reasons of 
domestic violence, drug use/addiction, and imprisonment. 

For those with family members caring for their children, the security of knowing who was minding 
them, that they were being well looked after and having family help was hugely important.  There 
was also an element of guilt attached to this situation and a feeling that the parents and family 
looking after children need to be supported.

“My parents took my (number) of children. ‘Cos the social workers were 
gonna take them. I signed a, like you know a family agreement thing. Said 
that I was, dunno they reckoned that I wasn’t able. Which I wasn’t. I was 
on heroin”. JERSEY

“Oh my mother will look after them. I’d be lost without her. She’s after 
going through her own share as well like losing three children, d’you know. 
I need to cop on like. I really do like” JULIE
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As the women confirmed:

“My kids are with settled people.  They just bring them up every six weeks. 
When I was out I had access to them four times a week. I was very upset 
when my kids were taken and every time I see them the kids ask when 
are we going home and it really hurts me.  Every time the kids are leaving 
they ask ‘when is Mommy coming home is mommy going to be in prison 
for long’. I know they’re in good hands but they’re not the same as your 
own.” MARY

“They were in foster care and that just broke my heart, d’you know that 
I mean? And I went on a mad one for a while. And then I woke up and I 
came around and started fighting for the kids again. My aunt and niece 
have them all.” ANGELA

“They’re separated y’know and the thought of that going through your 
head, knowing that. There’s nothing else. They’re hurting. What can I say 
to them? I want my kids back. I’ve been the only thing that they’ve had, 
I don’t really want to cry because if I do- but I have been tortured to be 
honest with you because of what we are and who we are. I’m terrified 
that these people that has my children are going to hurt my children. 
Because of who my children are. I live with that nightmare and I’m waking 
up in my sleep sweating. I’m absolutely terrified that they’re filling my kids 
with “they’re nothing, they’re nobody”. My daughter was actually talking 
posh (on the phone) to be honest with you, and she was like “I got a new 
pair of high heel shoes”. I was like, what do I say or what do I do here, 
y’know what I mean? At the end of the day, as long as she’s happy who 
cares what you get59.” ANN

59 Tusla recognises the importance of supporting Traveller children to retain links with their own culture while in foster 
care. To this end Tusla actively campaigns to encourage Traveller families to provide foster care for children from 
the Traveller community. Tusla provide training and on-going support for Traveller families who are foster-carers. 
However, there remains a shortfall in Traveller foster families.
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One of the women who had an older son in prison described the huge difficulty she faced in 
making contact with him and her concerns about his release:

“I haven’t really talked to my family now. One of my sons is in (prison) and 
I’m going green in the face every day asking for a phone call with my son. 
And that I cannot get. They’re blaming (prison x) and (prison x)’s blaming 
here. And you just get tired repeating yourself. He has three months left 
now he has. But when he gets out he has nowhere to go, d’you know what 
I mean. He’s 21”. KATIE

Separation from family in most instances places enormous strain on Traveller women in prison 
affecting their mental health and their ability to cope with prison life.
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4.4 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Most of the women interviewed had experienced violence from a current or previous partner.  
Experiences of refuges varied but the importance of ensuring that women who understood 
and had experience of working with Travellers are employed in refuges was highlighted. For 
refuge staff to understand Traveller culture and the particular difficulties associated with leaving 
an abusive relationship within the community was considered to be very important, (e.g. the 
difficulties of living on a site and seeking a barring order, having access to information about 
services and rights, expectations of the community vis a vis roles and responsibilities and levels 
of mistrust of people in positions of authority, including the legal system, Gardaí, social workers 
and sometimes GPs60).  

“The refuges weren’t much good to us because there wasn’t the support 
that we needed in there. We needed someone to help us that understood 
about Travellers, like more like yourselves now. If they were in the refuges. 
We have different ways than them. But it takes a hard, strong woman, it 
just doesn’t happen overnight one night. One year, two year. It may take 
five, six years before a Traveller can get away from her husband. It’s took 
me 16. Nearly 20 years to get away from my husband”. CHELSEA

The importance of ensuring that children would be returned to them was a key reason for some of 
the women taking concrete steps to leave their relationship, although they were clearly conflicted 
about doing so.

“I was living with domestic violence since I was 16.  He has a drinking 
problem.  He’s in prison for five to seven years. If the social workers tell 
me to stay away I will do.  As a family I would like us to be together. I have 
a protection and safety order against him. Social workers say – ‘When 
he’s around you go back ten steps when he’s not around you go forward’“. 
MARY

“I was in the hospital for three weeks with a broken jaw, em, fractured 
my skull. My father and mother nearly died when I was in hospital over 
there. I was kept there nearly three weeks. I was in intensive care and all.  
He told me he was going to kidnap me out of the treatment centre. But 
he won’t. Like it’s up to me to ring him and say “(name) leave me here”. 
I know I won’t leave. I’ll lose, if I come back here and do two year, and I 
won’t get me children do you know what I mean, it’s not worth it”. JERSEY

60 http://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/VAW-Best-Practice-Guidelines-for-Service-Providers.pdf 
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4.5 SERVICES IN PRISON

The primary concerns raised by the women interviewed included the fears referred to earlier 
concerning the welfare of their children, their own drug use, stigma, and post release situations, 
including a lack of clarity as to the path their lives would take and supports available to them. 
 
For most, the prison experience was not always seen as negative. The majority were engaged in 
some form of educational activity which they saw as crucial to their mental health, personal and 
educational development, particularly in situations where they had not been to school before;

“Yeah I go to school. If I didn’t go to school I’d go crazy. I do pottery, 
woodwork, stain glass. All them things like, card making”. ANGELA

“I started doing the Leaving Cert now here. Yeah, I done me Junior Cert 
two years ago and the English teacher, the principal (name), she’s lovely. 
They’re very... They support you but they edge you on like, do you know? 
Tell you the truth I didn’t really know A from B until I started with (name) 
the English teacher. She inspired me now to kind of be pushing, do you 
know what I mean? I never went to school in me life. The only school I got 
is in prison. It would have been different if I had of had these chances 
when I was younger. I try the opportunity now. We need to inspire young 
Travellers to get into courses and work. Education” KATIE

For one woman going to class was not an option due to anxiety and mental health issues and her 
concern about mixing with other women because of pressure to take drugs: 

“I can’t (go to classes), because of my anxiety yeah. I can’t go and be 
together with the women without medication and I can’t get it in here. I 
would be offered drugs but no I wouldn’t do that like. Well eh, the officers 
were saying like eh, they’re very fond of me here as I said. I keep to myself, 
I’m very quiet and all that like. And they said, the best thing they can do 
for you is just give you Full Temporary Release61” ASHLING

The need for Travellers to be employed in the prison system itself was raised by Traveller 
organisation representatives, who highlighted the importance of breaking down barriers, 
equalising relationships and promoting positive role models and perceptions about Travellers.  
This point was reiterated by Traveller women themselves who noted that the employment of 
Traveller teachers would build the confidence of Traveller women to take part in classes:

61 Full temporary release until the end of the sentence.  This is normally granted if a prisoner has been progressing 
well on day-to-day temporary release. http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/justice/prison_system/remission_and_
temporary_release.html 
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“It’s important to look at having Travellers employed in the prison service 
as grounds people, as kitchen staff, as probation officers, as teachers 
because what that does is if you have staff by having conversations 
with the other staff they learn because they don’t only see Travellers 
as criminals. They meet Travellers who are in employment” TRAVELLER 
ORGANISATION REPRESENTATIVE

“It would be good if we had a Traveller teacher.  It would be cos they’d 
be able to look up to her and know that the teacher’s not making a laugh. 
The pupils aren’t making a laugh. If you had a room with just Travellers. 
Miss, there’s like about 10 settled people sitting there and I not knowing 
how to read or write and I’m coming in, I wouldn’t even want to go into 
your class. ‘Cos I’d be ashamed.” CHELSEA

In one prison setting there was confusion about how people were selected to go to class62, 
however the women involved were in agreement that there should be more teaching staff to 
ensure that everyone can avail of classes when they want to63.

“They do classes but then they have their own cronies like that’s doing 
sentences. They bring in who they want, do you know? They can choose. 
When I asked to go back into school, no, she’s just after picking her four. 
So that’s not fair like because the teacher picks who she wants in. If they 
haven’t got enough staff they shouldn’t be running the place” SAMANTHA

“Whoever the name’s down first gets to go to the classes. There should 
be more school yeah”. JULIE

The importance of supportive, empathic and engaging prison staff was also highlighted, 
particularly for women who have a history of recidivism.  Issues concerning isolation were also 
raised and the effect that they have on women.

62 Following consultation with a Head Teacher, it has been clarified that all women are interviewed and every endeavour 
is made to give them the classes they desire, after that it is up to them to ensure the attend on the scheduled time. 
Teachers do not ‘pick’ students to attend their classes, student names and lists are populated from the interview and 
a daily timetable is made.

63 A Head Teacher has clarified that those that arrive first or are named first on the list get priority but that does not 
mean one student is favoured over another. It is the policy of the Prison Education Service to treat all students equally 
regardless of conviction, sentence length, ethnicity etc.
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“I’d pick (prison) this minute, no problem. Because their different attitude, 
the staff, if you need to talk to a governor you speak to the governor. 
Here they just don’t give a f… in (prison) the officers would talk to you. 
Like if you had a problem you can go and speak to them, talk to them, 
like sit down with them whatever y’ know. Here they put you in the pad 
for nothing, nothing. If you’d a simple argument with someone. They think 
it’s men that they’re dealing with, not women. Where’s a woman going to 
stand amongst five or six men? Dragging her, kicking her and all that”? 
SAMANTHA

In terms of Traveller women’s engagement with the services in the prison, generally prison staff 
and service providers noted that Traveller women frequently have less confidence than settled 
women and seem more reluctant to avail of opportunities in the prison than non-Traveller women.

“I know there’s a reluctance on the part of some Travellers to engage.  In 
the prison If you don’t ask you don’t get. If you don’t look for the service 
you won’t be referred.  Maybe they’re not sure what the services are.  The 
main difference I’ve seen is there’s definitely a lower level of confidence 
among Traveller women. A lot would have issues around accessing 
services.  A lot would not have really been able to access services before. 
There’s definitely a lack of awareness around the services that are there 
or being linked into services outside”. 

The issue of isolation and discrimination faced by Travellers in society and its impact on Traveller 
women’s ability to access support services in the prison system on an equal footing to settled 
women was also raised by prison staff.

“I think they do write themselves off too easily. It’s how society sees them. 
The gap is getting larger now.  It’s how they’re treated as well; Traveller 
camps are isolated, they can’t get into pubs, they feel so isolated they 
don’t know how to act unless they are in their community”.

The existence of a gender divide or indeed a gendered hierarchy in terms of access to opportunities 
in the prison system was highlighted by one prison service provider:

“In the prison itself, the female prisoners don’t get as much opportunities 
in general as the males do. They really only get cleaning… and in the 
kitchen. It’s more domestic work. The ones with great communication skills 
and more ability get prioritised above the quieter prisoners for positions. 
The men go to Loughan house for farming and gardening and forestry, it 
gives them lots of skills. They get certs at a higher level as well.
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The position of Traveller women at the bottom of that hierarchy was also noted, suggesting both 
a gender and an ethnic divide.

“I think Traveller women are right down the end. They’re not really 
engaging they want just to serve their sentence and get released on the 
day they are set for release.  If they had more awareness of what’s out 
there”.

“I have noticed over a long period of time… a lot of the Traveller women 
often present as if they don’t trust the system… as if it’s different or 
separate. It’s very difficult to define but it’s a thread that runs across the 
representation of women. I rarely get the feeling that Traveller women 
would make a connection in the way other women might. It’s there before 
the women get here. There’s probably a dynamic thing that happens then 
it works the other way around the connection doesn’t happen then there’s 
this screen and this separation and it impedes anything happening it’s 
probably a circular thing”.

The need to acknowledge Traveller culture and the importance of education for raising levels of 
confidence was also noted. 

“We try to be aware that their culture might be different. Travellers are in 
for shorter sentences.  We have 11 women serving life sentences - none of 
them are from the Traveller community.  There is a lack of education and 
more of them wouldn’t have confidence in their level of education when 
they do start attending they get more confident very quickly”.
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4.6 MAKING COMPLAINTS

When asked about the complaints system in the prison and whether the women interviewed would 
know how to put in a complaint or feel comfortable in doing so there was a mixed response.  A 
number of participants stated that they either didn’t know how to put in a complaint or had fears 
that making a complaint would make matters worse for them. The fact that complaints are put in 
writing may also present barriers for Traveller women who do not have literacy skills.

“It wasn’t explained to me, but doing that in here, that’s only going to 
make your time in here worse. Do you understand what I’m saying? ‘Cos 
nothing is confidential”. ANGELA

“You can put in a complaint form. The girls told me if you put in a complaint 
you’ll keep getting dragged out and searched…I’d be worried I wouldn’t 
get out”. MARY

“Well they have forms there but I wouldn’t really know what to do, how 
to do them. You’d have to write a complaint and then I don’t know who 
sees it after that. I don’t know the system. I wouldn’t (make a complaint) 
because I think it’d make it harder. They’d come back and make it harder 
on you other ways, d’ you know what I mean? They can be very spiteful 
like in things like that so. But personally now I have no problems with the 
officers myself, d’you know what I mean. The only problem is the phone 
calls”. KATIE

“Complaint? – I don’t know how to put in a complaint”. ASHLING
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4.7 ILLEGAL DRUG USE

Eleven of the women interviewed had experience of drug use. For those interviewed, drug taking 
was linked to a range of factors.  One woman stated that she became involved in taking drugs 
due to “hanging with the wrong crowd”. Two of the women interviewed said they started taking 
drugs in prison, three stated that they started taking drugs as a result of domestic violence, three 
as a result of partner drug use and three as a result of bereavement.

Many expressed positive experiences in rehabilitation especially their experiences of Coolmine 
and the Ana Liffey drugs project.  The stigma associated with drug use in the community was 
highlighted, as was the importance of prison as a space for women to have time to reflect on their 
experience and explore possible options for a better future. 

Bereavement, trauma and the strain associated with poor health and early deaths in the family 
was a significant push factor for drug use for a number of the women.  The health inequalities 
experienced by Travellers including lower life expectancy and high infant mortality and suicide 
rates manifested in the experiences of some of the women interviewed.

“My mother had them (the children), sure I got into addiction, and the 
father of my kids dying, my sister dying, my two brothers died, it was only 
a couple of months between them all. And then I really got into tablets 
heavy so... I ended up going to Coolmine, it was a great success. I know 
now I’m back in and everything, but I’m not coming in with, like, I went to 
Coolmine and I did brilliant out of it, I really did like It just, it kept me clean 
to be honest with you.  It just made me see myself. It made me look back 
at all the wrong things I did. It made me realise, y’know”. JULIE

“Dad got cancer and died five weeks after being diagnosed. I had a 
massive panic attack and was prescribed medication. I took prescribed 
and un-prescribed tablets when Dad was sick. That’s when I got 
addicted. I started taking tablets when I found a friend hanging. I had 
two miscarriages, a still born birth, two car accidents. I took tablets to try 
to kill the pain. I had a breakdown in June/July 2015. I took an overdose 
while staying with an aunt. I am in prison for Section 3 GBH. I had taken 
so many tablets I can’t remember a thing about what happened”. ANN

“After my husband died I went through depression and drink. I went into 
depression and suicide. I lost my licence over drink driving and then I 
ended up in prison”. KATIE
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I lost nine children including two miscarriages so then when (name) passed 
away I went on the drink myself. I got a change of life and I went on the 
drink and that’s how I’m in here now today. I was drunk when I went into 
the shop. I was taking this stuff and I didn’t even want it, ‘cos I was drunk 
I didn’t know what I was doing”. ASHLING

The availability of drugs in prison was raised as a concern for some of the women. 

“You could get as much drugs as you want here. If you’re a fool people 
will walk all over you do you know what I mean? If you’re a fool for them, 
they’ll just walk over you in here. Prison is hard. I think it’s hard anyway. I 
know that.” JERSEY

“It’s Travelling ladies as well like. Like, I never seen a Travelling lady 
in my life like that like. Since I came down here. Yeah. You know.  But 
like, you know like loads of women like myself like, is older doing it. Like 
you wouldn’t mind the young gang, like they get into that. But not older 
people...”. ASHLING

“I don’t like being put in with people who are on drugs. If you’re not happy 
with the person they’ll move you”.  MARY

Some of the women started taking and became addicted to drugs in prison.

“I ended up taking drugs in prison. I started addiction in prison. After 
coming in, I started taking drugs in here. Took drugs for the first time in 
my life in here. A lot of it is constantly listening to people talking about 
drugs do you know what I mean? Like, if you try to keep your head down 
and think it’s hard, ‘cos you’re listening to it all. That’s why I go to school, I 
keep my mind on school and then I go back and I clean, trying to keep my 
mind going… (by being) occupied some way”. KATIE

The use of tablets, first on prescription and then obtained illegally was highlighted as a serious 
issue for a number of the women involved, some of whom subsequently moved onto heroin inside 
or outside of prison.
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“I started taking tablets. I started getting very fond of the tablets, felt 
the tablets had a hold on me. Because I couldn’t talk to my husband 
about the tablets because the tablets were making me calm, I was taking 
them behind his back and my habit was getting bigger and I didn’t want 
anyone to know that I was taking the tablets because I would have been 
called a junkie. Em, so before I knew it 10 was going to 20, then I was 
getting prescriptions from my GP. I was photocopying them. I was going 
up, maybe getting another 20 that day. Before I knew it I’d be strung up 
by the end of the week. So I’d go on the run from him because I think my 
nerves were getting the better of me. What he was doing, what he was 
betting in the bookies... It’s a hard life, it’s very, very hard”. CHELSEA

“You start on tablets then you – I never smoked hash or weed, I don’t 
know why but I never did. Heroin, I took. I got addicted to heroin. In 
prison I got addicted to heroin. In prison. It messed my whole family up 
and everything because none of my family ever took drugs in their life 
like, they don’t believe in anything like that. So turned against me over it, 
y’know”. SAMANTHA

Domestic violence and partners’ involvement in drugs and crime were also cited as push factors 
for women to start using drugs.

“If I didn’t get up and leave him, I would have been strung up. What, I 
never took heroin in my life, but it was only gonna be a matter of time. I’ve 
scars on my face from him, every scar I have. He broke my tooth”. CHELSEA

“Oh, I started off smoking hash and then me ex, he knew all about drugs 
and everything. Em, his friends were all into drugs so I started hanging 
around-. I went on heroin. Started smoking heroin”. EMMA

“First time I came here I was 18. I did like two weeks in remand. Was in 
(prison). I got 12 months down there as well. That was for, my fella hijacked 
someone and I was there. He stabbed a fella. I was never in trouble ‘til I 
met him,  Never, not once. Didn’t even smoke a fag. Didn’t even like drink. 
Now I’d drink a bottle of vodka like normal do you know what I mean? The 
judge blamed it all on my partner”. JERSEY
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Many of the women interviewed discussed the importance of treatment programmes and one-
to-one support in looking to the future and spoke about their desire and commitment to get help 
and improve their life chances.

“I’m going to treatment in 12 weeks. [place name] 15 week programme. 
I see my counsellor once a week. I see him. A counsellor for violence. I 
brought it back to court and they took two year off if you know what 
I mean. I was on drugs for over three months, I was on methadone for 
six months. Don’t take methadone now. Going to treatment in 12 weeks. 
What else can I say? I’m glad I went to prison. I’d be dead somewhere.  
I’m glad I’m here. Learned me a lot. I don’t think I’ll ever be back”. JERSEY

“I went to the (name) drugs support – Em, I used to go when I felt like I 
wanted tablets or I felt like my head was getting wrecked. Then my own 
carer in (name) would ring me the next morning or come down, pick me up, 
go for a cuppa tea. I could be stressed out of my head, go and I speak to 
her. Then I go for a swim and then I go for a sauna and then I’d be grand. 
That would keep me going to the next day. But you do need a counsellor 
at all times to be there because you don’t know when you’re going to get 
a slip, you don’t know when your brain is going to snap, and when you pick 
up the phone to them.” SAMANTHA
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4.8 HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH

Poor mental health was identified as being a significant factor in the lives of the women linked to 
domestic violence, drug use, the availability of drugs in prison, discrimination (in and outside of 
prison), name calling in prison and being away from family. 

“Saturday I was so upset I just cried all day and I felt like cutting myself 
up just to release some pain and some anger out of me. And then I was 
thinking why should I? go out to my kids with scars and marks all over me? 
And knowing how long it takes them to heal. There’s Listeners64 but at the 
end of the day they’re prisoners, d’ you know that I mean? At the end of 
it, at the back of it”. ANGELA

Some but not all of the women interviewed had availed of counselling in the prison system. 
Those who had concerns about attending cited embarrassment, fears about confidentiality and 
not feeling able to speak to a counsellor as reasons for this. Some also referred to the system 
in the prison where some of the women prisoners act as Listeners for women who are having 
difficulty. The issue of confidentiality regarding this service was highlighted.  The importance of 
the Traveller Counselling Service was also noted65.

“I don’t talk to them ‘cos whatever you say to them (the Listeners)... 
nothing in here is confidential. Nothing. ‘Cos it always gets back. I’d go to 
the Traveller Counselling Service”. ANGELA

One woman who had been a listener herself said:

“I was, but I gave it up. I can go back if I want to.  I did like it at first, like 
it was hard, but then I just got -  I’d enough of my own, without taking any 
more pressure on”. KATIE

In a small number of instances women referred to a fear of being put in a padded cell66 if they let 
prison staff know that they were feeling down or depressed;

64 The Listener Service is operated in association with the Samaritans who train prisoners to provide emotional support to 
other prisoners by becoming ‘Listeners’. Listeners receive regular support and meet often with Samaritans volunteers. 
Listeners can also phone Samaritans at any time to access support. http://www.samaritans.org/your-community/our-
work-prisons/listener-scheme

65 The Traveller Counselling Service was launched in February 2008, initially as a one year pilot project which since has 
developed into a community based counselling service for the Traveller community http://travellercounselling.ie 

66 Safety observation cells were designed to accommodate prisoners who required frequent observation for medical 
reasons or because they were a danger to themselves. Such prisoners would in the past have been accommodated 
in ‘padded cells’ as they were then described…. safety observation cells were not being used solely to accommodate 
prisoners who required frequent observation for medical reasons or because they were a danger to themselves. 
They were also being used for accommodation and management purposes. (Report of an Investigation on the use of 
‘Special Cells’ in Irish Prisons Office of the Inspector of Prisons 2010
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“Oh that’s, if you get down it’s your own help like. It’s your own self that-
you’d be thrown in the pad. Everyone thinks if you’re feeling down or you 
don’t want to live anymore. You’d be thrown in the pad like. They might 
call the counsellor, an addiction counsellor. She’s good now, I will say it. 
But like the prison have, it’s after coming on since I’ve been here through 
the years. It has”. JULIE

“If you go in and tell the governor you’re suffering with depression or 
you’re telling the staff you’re suffering with depression, they’ll have the 
pad stripped and you’re in it. That’s exactly what they do in here. They 
strip you down, they’ll f… you into the pad for 3 days and even though 
you’re depressed, or whatever way, you can’t cope, that’s exactly what 
they’ll do. To stop suicide because they think that you’re gonna do serious 
harm”. SAMANTHA

The prevalence of drugs in prison was cited as being another reason for poor mental health. The 
importance of counselling was also noted.

“Seeing people with drugs and seeing people fighting – girls getting 
drugs off the net. I’d be often offered them and I tell them no. If I had had 
counselling earlier I wouldn’t be in this situation now, my life would have 
been changed around”. MARY

The importance of rehabilitation, counselling and support in prison was highlighted to prepare 
women for life after prison and to deal with past problems and current issues;

“I think they should rehabilitate women that’s in prison to make sure 
they stay on the straight and narrow out there. They could get them 
to see a counsellor every week, em, you could sit down and talk about 
your problems and get it out whatever you need to speak about. A lot 
of people like, they’ll be locked in their cells and they’ll be closed in their 
cells and sometimes you have to break that bond with them, y’know to get 
in, to know the person y’know? If I came here and said nothing and just 
shut my mouth, you don’t know me from Adam. You don’t know what I’ve 
been- Like, through the childhood of my life, I was abused when I was only 
13 as well. A lot of that kinda built up to the impacts of the life that I went 
through as well so y’know”. SAMANTHA
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With regard to general health concerns, the need for continuity between health services inside 
and outside of the prison system was highlighted.

I have [xxx health issue], but eh, I never knew I had that until last year. 
I went for [a xxx different health issue] and the specialist said I have 
another thing to do, a scan like they scan the baby and he found that 
I had a [xxx health issue].  I didn’t get that looked at since, since I came 
in. They do (know about it) but like, they’re not going to take me out to 
hospital. I don’t know ‘cos I don’t see the specialist anymore ‘cos I was 
supposed to see him but I’m in here and I can’t see him”. ASHLING
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4.9 EXPERIENCES WITH THE GARDAÍ

Negative experiences with the Gardaí prior to conviction characterised the experience of many 
of those interviewed.  A number of women expressed serious problems with treatment by the 
Gardaí, including abusive, discriminatory and racist language and violence.  Some of the women 
were known to the Gardaí in question, sometimes as a result of previous offences and other times 
as a result of family altercations with the Gardaí including in relation to accommodation.

“See all our lives we’re getting run by the guards around the place, our 
caravans and things, discrimination. That’s going on me whole life”. KATIE

“When I get out of here, I’m not looking forward to it ‘cos there’s nothing 
out there for me. You know what I mean, one slip, now if I get out now on 
TR (Temporary Release), the Guards will be swatting all over me just for 
the sake of swatting me. Just because of who I am. You know what I mean? 
We went to the Guards, we went for help. No help, no, no, no, you’re this, 
you’re that. I mean something really does have to be done about it. That’s 
the way they treat you, look at you, spit at you, you’re this, you’re that, you 
can’t, you’ve no rights basically. You have no rights because of who and 
what you are”. ANN

“The guards provoke with name calling, ‘you don’t deserve to have your 
children – you knacker junkie – thieving tinkers – all the same’”. JUDY

I gave a wrong name and the Guard checked me up. He put the handcuffs 
on me and see what he done, all the bruises all there (shows bruising). 
Pinching me and started calling me lots of names. Didn’t even know me 
from Adam. And banging me off the, off the van. No one saw the van, 
he pulled it up and he banged me off the, you know the plastic window? 
Banged me off that there, and took the lighter off me and then when I got 
into the cell he banged me off the wall like that there and told me to give 
me name. I was very annoyed, would you not be?”EMMA

“I was kicked and punched in a Garda chase when I was seven months 
pregnant. I had my nose broken when I was 12 by a Garda’s hand cuff” 
JUDY DESCRIBING AN INCIDENT WHERE THERE WAS AN ALTERCATION BETWEEN 
THE GARDAÍ AND [A FAMILY MEMBER]
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4.10 POST RELEASE

As mentioned concerns about post release were very prevalent.  Women expressed concerns about 
the need for planning for release, secure accommodation, drug rehabilitation, re-establishing 
relationships with community, accessing work and training and a life free from domestic violence 
as being core to ensuring a positive post release experience.

“I want to get a job or do something- A job would do me grand. But I didn’t 
get information here about what I could do”. ANGELA

“It’s not in here you need to be looking at. It’s outside. We need help in 
getting the connection from here before we get out”. ANN

“Just my housing I suppose. That’d be, to go back to my mother’s”. JULIE
“I want to be a counsellor. When I am not strung out, I advise other people 
not to do drugs. I have been through three lifetimes of stresses that a 
normal person would go through in one life”. JUDY

“I want to start my life over and get my kids back.  If I’m getting TR if they 
could get me on a course. Me husbands family – I tell them it’s him or my 
family and I have to pick my children – they’ll have to be alright with that.”. 
MARY

“I need help to get a home and-  to find a house. Get me somewhere so I 
don’t have to sleep out on the streets. Get me a home, and a job to go to. 
A course. Get a job, d’you know what I mean, I can’t put my name on these 
courses if I have nowhere to live”. KATIE

“I’m afraid to go out in one way. I’m afraid to get out of prison I am, I don’t 
want to get out that gate without nothing to get out to, do you know what 
I mean.  I’m afraid to go back out, I swear. I dunno, I don’t think I’ll be back 
here though. I need a plan like for when I get out of here. Something that 
I can do every day. The last time I got outta here I had nowhere to go. I 
had no - well, I had my family to go to but I chose drugs. Now that because 
I’m going to treatment and all they have to make a plan for me”. JERSEY
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“Well now, with the help of God if I get out of here my key worker is 
getting me a place and she’s get me into school and that way I can learn 
how to read. I have a room in (place). They’re very nice to me like, you 
know? I have a place to go back to. My key worker and all the key workers 
in the place, when I go out I still have (a place) for me. Because they were 
building a couple of new ones”. ASHLING

“But at the end of the day we have to go back out again. But if we had 
someone that we could go to rely on. Say my kids were getting in trouble, 
who do they have to turn to? Nobody. There’s nothing in the towns for 
them. There’s nowhere for them to go. Can’t go to the boxing clubs, can’t 
do this because there’s no help there for them. There’s no one to speak 
up for our children”. ANN

“I want to go home and rear my son”. SAMANTHA

“I’ll go home like for a while, I will. I’ll stay home for a couple of months and 
then I’m getting me own house, back in (place) with me children”. JERSEY
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4.11 THE ROLE OF TRAVELLER ORGANISATIONS

Participants expressed interest in engaging and linking with Traveller organisations while in prison 
and also on release for support, guidance and potentially training, education and employment.  
Some already had experience of linking with Traveller groups while others did not.  The issue of 
childcare for Traveller women can present barriers to engagement, as can more traditional views 
of women’s role.  In some instances where no Traveller group exists women do not have or see 
that they have other options for engagement or employment opportunities;

“I worked in (Traveller organisation) before and I worked in (Traveller 
organisation) but I, me sister was babysitting me little girl.  Me babysitting 
got messed up so I had to give up the job”. EMMA

“There’s nothing down there (place) for Travellers like. There really isn’t. 
The only thing that’s down there is tablets and there’s more Travelling 
girls now on tablets at the age of 16 to 18, it’s unbelievable like. It’s like 
the settled people, the way they’re taking drugs. Traveller women are 
the same. They really are. Young Traveller women need support workers. 
They need someone they can trust. They need someone that they know, 
that they know about Travellers. Do you understand? If they don’t have 
someone that, I could be a settled person like- they’re not going to 
open up because they’re going to say that person knows nothing about 
Travellers”. CHELSEA

“There should be a list of Traveller groups so links can be made with 
people before they come out”. MARY

“Well I’m half (name) and they’re very - you know that yourself, very old 
fashioned So I dunno like. I probably would go to them things, I dunno. I’ve 
asked to link in with (Traveller organisation) for to do like, a class. Like, all 
things do you know what I mean. I don’t want to go out to nothing”. JERSEY
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4.12 THE HARDEST THING

For the majority of the women interviewed the worst thing about being in prison was being 
separated from their children.  Loss of freedom, uncertainty about the future, the prevalence of 
drugs in prison and fears of returning to an abusive relationship were also cited as key concerns. 
In reflecting on this question a number of women spoke too about how being in prison has given 
them time out, a place to think, plan and take action for a better future for themselves and their 
families.  What is sadly striking here is that prison appears to be an important place of shelter 
where few other alternatives present themselves.

“My kids. No really, the worst thing being in here, letting myself down. 
That’s the worst thing. When I sit back and say, you have to learn now, 
look what you’re after doing. It’s not fair on my own children, not fair on 
my own grandchild. But I needed to come here Miss because at the end 
of the day maybe I wasn’t ready. My husband’s after getting released 
from [xxx place]. Funny, I’m only in custody two days and my husband 
gets released. Everything’s for a reason. But now I’m prepared to see him 
when I get out. Now I have barring orders in place. I’ve protection orders. 
If I didn’t go to prison, I wouldn’t have them. Prison was good. Prison was 
good and I’m all ready for it now.” CHELSEA

“Being away from my children. What else? And like, being around, I can’t 
be around settled people for too long. All you hear about is drugs. It’s all 
drugs and all do this and do that.” JERSEY

“Just missing all the outside, missing people on the outside. I don’t mind 
prison, I’ll do prison. But for stupid things like for, for what did I do? Like 
give a wrong name and God knows I could be doing a lot worse. There’s 
people out there getting away with a lot more and they’re not getting 
arrested for it.” EMMA
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MAKING AN ETHNIC IDENTIFIER 
WORK

For over two decades Traveller organisations have argued strongly for the collection and 
collation of data disaggregated by ethnicity by all public bodies. The argument for the collection 
of such data is that it is essential to know how Travellers and members of other ethnic groups 
engage with the state, utilise services and participate in for example, education, training and 
employment.  Without such information it is argued, effective strategies to ensure, equality 
of access, opportunity and outcomes and the promotion and protection of their human rights 
cannot fully be developed. Ethnic data collection allows for the identification of issues in relation 
to access and participation in and outcomes from services which in turn should lead to the 
development of effective evidence based policy and practice.67

Equality data refers to all types of disaggregated data used to assess the comparative situation 
of a specific discriminated group or group at risk of discrimination, design public policies so 
that they can contribute to promoting equality and assess their implementation. Equality 
data collection has been increasingly recognised as the ‘missing link’ to ensure equality, both 
by international organisations including the European Commission and by groups affected 
by discrimination. Equality data disaggregated by discrimination grounds, regularly collected 
and published, would support efficient design and evaluation of equality policies according to 
relevant indicators. It would also empower groups affected by discrimination to advocate based 
on inequalities identified.68

Traveller organisations have long argued that ethnic data collection, analysis and monitoring will 
allow the Irish Prison Service to build a comprehensive statistical profile, assisting prison staff to 
better serve the Irish prison population as well as fulfil its statutory obligation as per IHREC Act 
2014. Ethnic identification and ethnic monitoring should be seen within the context of overall 
equality monitoring and applicable to those from all groups, rather than just being applicable 
to the Traveller community. Having reliable and robust data on service users will assist prison 
staff and policy makers in addressing prisoners’ individual needs. Ethnic data can also inform the 
design of cost-effective and evidence-based interventions; thus, assisting the IPS in meeting its 
primary objective of ‘reducing re-offending to create safer communities.’69

In undertaking this piece of research it became clear that while there is certainly openness on 
the part of those interviewed in the prison service to developing and implementing best practice 
in this regard70, there is a level of uncertainty as to the best approach and concern to avoid 
Travellers feeling targeted for potentially negative reasons.

67 http://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Counting-Us-In-A4_WEB.pdf 
68 Measure, plan, act -  How data collection can support racial equality European Network against Racism 
69 Pavee Point Proposal to Traveller Prison Initiative to Support the Introduction & Roll Out of the Ethnic Identifier in 

Irish Prison Service  to the St Stephens Green Trust 
70 In Dóchas the School is looking at how to link information gathered on Travellers including  progress in education to 

the Prisoner Information Management System (PIMS) 
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“We don’t actually ask peoples ethnic origins or identity. Rightly or wrongly, 
we are coming from the position of equality on that basis we would treat 
everybody the same and its only at the point where the individual would 
express to the (staff member) that they had particular ethic identity that 
we would say, for instance, use materials that would be appropriate to 
their needs and to their culture”

“I wouldn’t be told if they are a Traveller. They’d have to tell me themselves”

“There are certain sensitivities asking that question in a prison context. 
Coming out and asking someone are you a Traveller that person will think 
they’re asking me this for a negative reason.  Sometimes at interview 
stage isn’t where you’d ask that question.  We treat everybody equally 
but we don’t have a closed mind on it at all. We’d like to know how to do 
it in the right way and in a way that makes Travellers feel comfortable”.
“We don’t look for the difference between any of the women here and 
while that’s positive it’s also probably a negative as well. All of the 
women are treated as far as I’m concerned on the basis of a certain need 
regardless of where she came from”.

In discussing Traveller identity and how staff in the prison might know she was a Traveller one 
participant commented:

“They never ask, they just seem to know your name or something, do you 
know what I mean? The names, they just know the looks of Travellers or 
something.  We must have a different look from settled people” KATIE

A question on ethnicity was included in the Census in 2006, 2011 and 2016. Pavee Point notes 
that the implementation of an ethnic identifier in the census indicates that ethnic data can be 
collected with the right methodological approach, including the manner in which the question is 
asked, building confidence among the community and ensuring that individuals clearly understand 
the rationale for collecting data.

Whilst an ethnic identifier question is included on prison committal forms, methods of collecting, 
collating and monitoring data in relation to Travellers and other ethnic groups need to be 
improved.

Training and support for staff in asking a question on ethnicity and building awareness amongst 
Traveller prisoners of the rationale for and importance of such data collection are also key 
elements of the ethnic monitoring process. Ensuring that Travellers have confidence that the 
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process is in their best interests and that the information collected will be used to promote 
Traveller inclusion, human rights and equality is imperative.

The Strategic Plan 2016-2018 for the Irish Prison Service commits to improving services for 
all Travellers in Prison. IPS recognise that accurate information capture on committal is key in 
achieving this goal.  IPS have engaged with and jointly funded research by TPI on this issue. As a 
result of  this research,  recommendations were made to the IPS regarding the Ethnic Identifier 
(EI)  question on the PIMS system. In order to facilitate best practice, it was suggested that the EI 
should reflect the question format of the most recent census.  The Executive Management Team 
of IPS have committed to making this change. The timeline for this is expected to be September 
2017. Training regarding the change will be delivered to relevant staff by reference to this date.  
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6

KEY FINDINGS



KEY FINDINGS

PATHWAYS

• Domestic violence, partner involvement in crime, high rates of peri-
natal deaths and bereavement are key drivers to Traveller women 
engaging in drug use, crime and leading to imprisonment in the 
absence of targeted supports. Supports from domestic violence 
services, Traveller organisations and relevant service providers are 
specifically required for women most at risk of imprisonment who 
should be named as a priority.

• The majority of those interviewed were imprisoned for non-violent 
crime, including shoplifting and theft.

ENGAGEMENT WITHIN PRISON 

• There is a lack of statistical information on the situation of Traveller 
women in prison in terms of the issues that they face, their experience 
of the prison system, uptake of services in prison and post release 
experience.

• Prison staff are largely open to but uncertain as to the best ways of 
ascertaining data on Traveller women in prison.

• Traveller women in prison share much in common with settled women 
(e.g. domestic violence, drug addiction, being separated from their 
children), and also with Traveller men in prison (e.g. name calling, 
discrimination, lack of sufficient recognition of Traveller identity 
and culture, negative experiences of the Gardaí prior to and during 
arrest). However, the combination of the issues faced by these groups 
culminate to form a series of unique challenges, particular to Traveller 
women:
• Traveller women can lack confidence when accessing services in 

prison which can be explained by their experiences of accessing 
services outside of prison as well as in the prison system itself.

• Traveller women report name calling and stigmatisation on the 
part of settled women in prison and its negative impact on self-
esteem and mental health.

• Some Traveller women are reluctant to make a formal complaint 
as they fear it would only make their situation worse.
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POST RELEASE

• Traveller women are frequently isolated or isolate themselves 
from their community on release from prison as a result of shame, 
embarrassment and stigmatisation. 

• Such isolation also occurs when women do not return to an abusive 
relationship (particularly to regain access to their children)

• The majority of Traveller women interviewed expressed an interest 
and a desire to link with Traveller organisations/groups on release 
from prison.

• A number of those interviewed were concerned for their future and 
the level of support that will be available to them on release.

• Traveller women report very negative interaction with the Gardaí 
outside of the prison setting.

CHILDREN

• In the majority of cases in this study children were being cared for by 
the extended family who had little direct support in doing so.

• For those with children in foster care issues of cultural identity and 
safety are a source of fear and concern.
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RECOMMENDATIONS



RECOMMENDATIONS 

PATHWAYS

• Further research on the experiences and interactions of Traveller 
women with the Gardaí and the judiciary, particularly in relation to 
arrest and sentencing.

• A non-custodial approach should be adopted for Traveller women 
offenders and in the few cases where prison is necessary, the negative 
impact of imprisonment on the women and those they care for should 
be minimised with (in the case of mothers or those providing primary 
care to children), the best interests of the children taken into account 
as a key consideration in determining an appropriate sentence. 71

• Development of guidance and support materials for the judiciary on 
the position of Traveller women in Irish society, their human rights 
concerns and their pathways to prison.

• Appointment of Support Workers at regional level to link with and 
support Traveller women at risk of imprisonment and establish links 
with local Traveller groups. The Support Workers should provide 
information and linkage to services in all key areas prior to release 
including housing and accommodation, health, domestic violence, drug 
and alcohol supports, social protection, employment and training.

ENGAGEMENT WITHIN PRISON

• The development of a three-year action plan to address the concerns 
of Traveller women in prison to be developed in consultation with 
Traveller organisations which should include the following elements:

71 As per IPRT recommendation 1 http://www.iprt.ie/files/IPRT_Position_Paper_on_Women_in_the_Criminal_Justice_
System.pdf 
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a. Effective use of an ethnic identifier in the prisons and improved 
data collection, analysis and dissemination systems using the 
ethnic categories developed by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) 
to enable comparative data and taking a proactive approach 
with Travellers; analysing and publishing the results on a regular 
basis; and addressing any unjustifiable disproportional outcomes 
between Travellers and other prisoners72.

b. Introduction of gender and ethnicity proofing of relevant prison 
policy and programmes (e.g. training of recruits, human rights 
training for prison staff, sentence management planning, addiction 
treatment and interventions, the roll out of family friendly initiatives, 
transition supports between custody and community).

c. An analysis of the key mental health issues facing Traveller women 
in prison and development of an action plan to address them.

d. Introduction of positive action measures for the employment of 
Traveller women in the prison system (prisoners, ex-prisoners and 
those without a prison sentence).

e. Training in cultural competency linked to gender equality and the 
human rights concerns of Traveller women for prison staff and 
those providing services in the prison system as part of the IPS 
strategy for meeting its obligations under the IHREC Act 201473.

f. Incorporation of a Traveller and intercultural perspective in training 
on domestic violence for prison staff.

g. Celebration of events such as Traveller Pride  week in the women’s 
prisons to build Traveller women’s sense of and pride in their 
cultural identity and to promote awareness about Traveller culture 
amongst staff and the general population.

h. Establishment of a Traveller Liaison in the women’s prisons to 
link and engage with Traveller women in prison and Traveller 
community organisations and other mainstream services and 
supports. The Traveller Liaison should provide information and 
linkage to services in all key areas prior to release including housing 
and accommodation, health, domestic violence, drug  and alcohol 
supports, social protection, employment and training.

i. Mainstream the learning and good practice developed by the 
National Traveller Women’s Forum Peer Support Group project in 
the Dóchas Centre currently supported by the St. Stephens Green 
Trust.74 

72 As per IPRT recommendation 3 http://www.iprt.ie/files/IPRT_Travellers_Report_web.pdf
73 The Higher Certificate in Custodial Care (HCCC) training for Recruit Officer will begin in January 2017. The new 

syllabus for recruit prison officers will have a strong emphasis on building right relationships, human rights and equality. 
The IPS Psychologists are assisting the IPSC staff to develop and deliver training inputs on working with specific 
populations/issues. Topics will include ‘Working with Female Prisoners’ and ‘Working with Travellers’. This training will 
be delivered in conjunction with the relevant NGO’s and recruits will be assessed on this aspect of their training . The 
IPS have invited the TPI to present the findings and facilitate discussion about their research on Traveller women in 
prison to new recruits. 

74 The National Traveller Women’s Forum are in receipt of funding from the St. Stephens Green Fund to establish a 
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POST RELEASE

• Appointment of Support Workers at regional level to link with and 
support Traveller women being released from prison and establish 
links with local Traveller groups. These Support Workers remit would 
include women at risk of imprisonment as outlined in the Pathways 
recommendation.

• Support for Traveller organisations locally to provide post release 
supports for Traveller women.  Where no Traveller organisations exist 
support should be provided to other relevant organisations such as 
Family Resource Centres to undertake this work.

CHILDREN AND FAMILIES

• An analysis of the support needs of Traveller families who are caring 
for the children of Traveller women in prison should be undertaken 
and a system of supports developed.

• Training and guidance in cultural competency and issues affecting 
Travellers and Traveller children should be provided to foster parents 
from the settled community who are fostering Traveller children.

• Tusla should continue and expand its efforts to address the shortfall in 
Traveller foster families.

Traveller women’s peer support group in the Dochas Centre. The NTWF will  liaise with mainstream service providers 
and key stakeholders including local Traveller organisations to share learning from the project and explore the 
potential for mainstreaming (targeted initiatives with specific resources) 
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CONCLUSION

The experience of Traveller women in prison is complex and multifaceted, combining the issues 
they face as women (including those of separation from children, fear of returning to violent 
relationships, lack of economic independence or employment opportunities,  gender based 
oppression, stigmatisation and partner involvement in crime) and issues they face as Travellers 
(stigmatisation and isolation from the community, lack of appropriate accommodation, 
discrimination, prejudice and lack of recognition of Traveller cultural identity).  In addition, the 
experiences of Traveller women in relation to the Gardaí as outlined in this report warrant further 
investigation characterised as they are by a mutual lack of trust and at times discriminatory and 
oppressive attitudes and practices.  

The lack of clear data on the position of Traveller women in prison is a key barrier to assessing 
their experience and the responses required to reduce recidivism and improve Traveller women’s 
experiences in the prison system. Qualitative information gathered in this report and in other 
relevant Irish and international research however, lends weight to the call for targeted responses 
to support Traveller women and to begin to address the unacceptably high rates of imprisonment 
of Traveller women.

Analysing and addressing these issues however, cannot be done effectively in the absence of an 
analysis of patriarchy, gender based discrimination and oppression.  Addressing these issues also 
requires an analysis, understanding and commitment to addressing the racism, social exclusion 
and discrimination to which Travellers in Irish society are subjected.
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APPENDIX 1
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

TRAVELLER WOMEN

Introduction to selves, our backgrounds, our ethos (Traveller rights perspective), why we are 
here, what we hope to do, confidentiality, participant anonymity, the right of interviewees to 
withdraw from the research at any stage in the process without penalty.

PATHWAYS

1. What kind of situation were you in before you came in contact with criminal justice system? 
(Prompt: Could you tell me about your childhood, family life, education, employment, 
health, try to ascertain addiction problems and if there is any history of abuse/violence).                            
Can you tell us the story of how you became involved in crime and how you ended up in prison 
(why are you here?) (Prompt: We know that nearly 9,000 people were committed for failure 
to pay a court ordered fine in 2014 and this number has risen over the course of the recession 
- does this disproportionately affect Traveller women?)

2. Did you have contact with any kind of support services before you became involved in crime? 
Did they help you in any way? (Prompt: Very important to find out more about the services 
the women have linked in with prior to committing a crime and ending up in probation or the 
prison service, mapping out access, participation and outcomes for  Traveller women with 
dedicated domestic and sexual violence services and other relevant services such as Tusla, 
Local Development Companies). 

3. Are you aware of any Traveller group in your area?  Have you had contact with them? 
4. Have you ever spent time in care?
5. Do you have a partner/spouse? Can you tell us a little about your relationship with them? 

(The dynamics in a relationship where a woman is abused shows that women can be forced 
into criminal activities by their perpetrator either directly or indirectly – need to see if this 
is the case with interviewees.  Analysis of link between financial, physical and psychological 
abuse and link to pathways to prison important here. Sexual abuse could also be a serious 
issue – need to draw this out if possible. Could follow with for instance, have you ever felt 
afraid of/controlled by someone who is close to you, such as your husband/partner or a 
family member?  May also be useful to ask have you ever gone to a service for help, such as 
a women’s refuge, rape crisis centre, Women’s Aid?)

6. Do you have any experiences of drugs and alcohol misuse? If yes what do you think caused 
you to start using drugs or alcohol? (Need to ascertain how these may be used as means 
to control women and what role this may play in women committing crimes. Drugs and 
alcohol can be used as a means to control and abuse women, including restricting access to 
substances, forcing her to start using substances etc. This may lead to women committing 
criminal offences).  

7. Were you offered any alternatives to going to prison e.g. community service? What was the 
outcome of this (Prompt are community sanctions accessible for Traveller women in practice. 
If not, why not?)

8. Did you make a bail application?
9. If yes - were you offered bail? (Probe re reasons for not availing of /benefitting from options)
10. Were you refused? Why? (e.g. residence conditions might be operating to discriminate?)
11. ( For those who received bail) Did you receive any support while you were on bail? (Prompt – if 
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no formal support probe if this had an impact on ability to comply with bail conditions - and 
how this can lead to bail breaches and from there to remand)

12. Have you been in prison before? (Probe re details of previous imprisonment)
13. If so - what kind of support did you receive when you were released from prison previously?

HEALTH AND MENTAL HEALTH

14. Have you had links with the health services including counselling/psychological services while 
you have been in prison? (Prompt: expand on how they accessed, and feel that they benefitted 
or not from, those services)

15. Have you had any problems in relation to your mental health e.g. depression or anxiety 
(Prompt: If yes what do you think triggered it?  Ascertain potential link to domestic violence 
and separation from family/children). 

16. If so have you had any support from services in dealing with this? (prompt: ascertain level of 
knowledge about things like case management, care planning and being key-worker- to what 
extent do interviewees understand these terms and processes and how they impact on their 
care)

17. Are there particular things about being in prison that would make your mental health worse 
– if so what are they?

18. Are you aware of people using drugs in prison?
19. Does this affect you in any way?

FAMILY

20. Can you talk to me about your family - do you have children or any others that you have 
caring responsibility for?

21. What has happened to them now that you are here?
22. Has your being in prison affected your relationship with your family/Traveller community – if 

so in what ways? (Prompt: draw out issues re. stigma)
23. Do you have visits from family and/or friends (have you encountered any problems in 

organising visits)
24. How do you keep in touch with your family and friends?

SERVICES IN PRISON

25. Do you take part in education/training or work while you are here? 
26. If yes, do you think that this is beneficial/relevant to your needs? Is there any education/

training that you would like to access in prison but are unable to? Do you think that training 
and education will be of benefit to you when you get out of prison e.g. in accessing employment

27. Can you read and write? Does reading and writing matter for Traveller women in prison – 
how?

28. Are there any supports available to you while you are here which might help you to deal with 
the problems you are facing now and may face in the future?  

29. What do you find most difficult about being in prison?
30. What would help you to overcome these difficulties?
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31. What are your happiest memories?
32. Do you have any good memories of being in prison?

DISCRIMINATION 

33. Do other prisoners or prison staff know that you are a Traveller? (How do they know? Do you 
tell them, is it on your file?)

34. How do you get on with the settled women here – do you mix with them?
35. Have you experienced any discrimination (e.g. have you ever felt you have been treated/

looked at differently) from other women prisoners or from staff in the prison because you are 
a Traveller woman while being in prison?

36. Have you experienced discrimination in the judiciary (Gardaí/court system)
37. Are Traveller women kept separate from settled women in the prison at any time? 
38. If yes, how do you feel about this (Prompt: If this is an issue ascertain whether the interviewee 

brought it to the attention of the authorities and how it was dealt with) 

CONFLICT

39. Do you get on well with the other Traveller women here?
40. Is there ever conflict amongst Traveller women due to e.g. disputes between families or issues 

that are going on outside of the prison?
41. If yes, how do you deal with this?

COMPLAINTS

42. Are you aware of the prisons complaints system? (have you ever used this system if so what 
was the outcome).  

43. Do you think that the complaints system is easy to access (is it easy or difficult to make a 
complaint?)

44. Is it independent (do you think you would get a fair hearing?) 
45. Is it effective (does it make a positive difference?) 
46. Would you be afraid that you might be punished or treated badly for making a complaint?  

INFORMATION

47. How do you receive information about what is going on in the prison? (e.g. health, education, 
counselling services, employment opportunities etc.) Do you find it easy/difficult to find 
information?
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CONCERNS ABOUT RELEASE 

48. Do you have any concerns about the future and your release from prison?
49. Have you received much support in preparing for you release/temporary release?
50. What are your hopes for the future for yourself and for your family?
51. Are there any supports you feel that you would need when you leave prison (Try to ascertain 

if interviewee would be interested/willing to engage with Traveller projects through e.g 
Primary Health Care Projects) 

GENERAL

52. Do you have any questions for us?
53. Is there anything else you would like to say?

SERVICE PROVIDERS

54. In your view are there any particular or specific issues or difficulties experienced by Traveller 
women in prison?

55. What do you think are the reasons behind the fact that there is a disproportionate number 
of Traveller women in the prison?  (Prompt: is there relationship between a lack of access to 
support and services for Traveller women (e.g. domestic violence, addiction, family support 
services) and the disproportionate number of Traveller women in the prison?  

56. In your opinion are there particular issues faced by Traveller women in prison which may not 
be experienced by settled women?

57. What are the current approaches to supporting Traveller women in prison who are also 
dealing with the effects of violence? (Do they integrate a culturally appropriate, human rights 
and gender sensitive approach which includes a thorough analysis of domestic and sexual 
violence?)

58. In your view does domestic and sexual violence act as a pathway to female victims becoming 
offenders? Why?

59. In your experience are there other forms of violence, which may act as pathways to crime? 
60. In your opinion do employment and education opportunities within the prison provide realistic 

opportunities for Traveller women to access further education and employment upon release? 
61. Are the current opportunities within the prisons monitored and evaluated in terms of their 

appropriateness and effectives for Traveller women?
62. Does the prison have a policy on domestic and sexual violence, and do staff receive training 

in this area?
63. Would you say that prison policy and practice has as a priority, protecting and promoting the 

human rights of prisoners (if so how and if not why not?)
64. To your knowledge does/has the prison had much engagement with Tusla? (the Child and 

Family Agency) 
65. Would you be interested in receiving further information or training on Traveller culture and 

competency in dealing with the particular concerns for Traveller women in prison?
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APPENDIX 2
INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

NEW ZEALAND (MĀORI COMMUNITY) 

Comparisons may be drawn between the Māori community in New Zealand and the Traveller 
community in Ireland, with both significantly over-represented in the prison population (IPRT, 
2014; Craig, Gannon & Dixon, 2013).  In December 2014, Māori people comprised approximately 
14% of the general New Zealand population, but 50.8% of the prison population, while Māori 
women make up almost 58% of the female prison population. Pacific Peoples made up a further 
11.3% of the prison population. The Turning of the Tide – a Whānau Ora Crime and Crash 
Prevention Strategy (2012/13 – 2017/18) – has improved the way in which the police engage with 
and respond to, minority ethnic communities. As part of this strategy, the New Zealand police has 
doubled the number of Māori staff and a prevention philosophy rather than an enforcement ethos 
is applied. Targets to be reached by 2018 include a 10% decrease in the proportion of first-time 
youth and adult offenders who are Māori; a 20% decrease in the proportion of repeat youth and 
adult victims and offenders who are Māori; a 25% decrease in police (non-traffic) apprehensions 
of Māori that are resolved by prosecution; and a 20% reduction in the proportion of casualties 
in fatal and serious crashes who are Māori (without increasing the proportion of Māori injured in 
serious crashes)75.

Statistical analysis to investigate why this over-representation may be occurring cites a number 
of potential factors including: the family structure, context and processes (e.g. being born to 
young mothers, a family environment in which conflict and violence is common exposure to harsh 
punishment and family instability); educational participation, engagement and achievement (e.g. 
leaving school at an early age and failure to achieve qualifications); early onset of antisocial 
behaviour; and disorders such as alcoholism. The Department of Corrections introduced an 
overarching strategy Creating Lasting Change 2011-2015. 

The New Zealand prisons include Māori Focus Units and Pacific Focus Units to cater to the 
significant ethnic and cultural minority populations. 

Additionally, the New Zealand Department of Corrections (2016) have implemented a number 
of rehabilitative programmes catering to the needs of minority Māori women offenders76. These 
programmes include focuses on motivation to change, cognitive-behavioural interventions 
and general skills such as parenting and practical life skills.  What is unique and key to these 
programmes is that they are in most cases delivered by Māori facilitators and serve to embed 
and promote Māori cultural values, cultural traditions and cultural pride. International evaluation 
of programmes reveals that, for Māori offenders who participate in rehabilitation programmes, 
outcomes are as good as achieved for non- Māori offenders and in some cases better.

75 http://www.police.govt.nz/sites/default/files/publications/the-turning-of-the-tide-strategy-2012-13-2017-18.pdf 
76 http://www.police.govt.nz/about-us/publication/he-waka-tapu-violence-and-abuse-intervention-programme-and-

caseworker-programme, http://www.corrections.govt.nz/working_with_offenders/prison_sentences/employment_and_
support_programmes/rehabilitation_programmes.html 
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Treatment Programmes for Māori Offenders 
A Range of programmes have been established in New Zealand to address high levels of crime 
amongst the Māori community. Examples include a programme focusing on young offenders, 
supported by the New Zealand police catering for Māori or Pacific female offenders aged 12-16; 
group based programmes that use Māori philosophy, values, knowledge and practices to foster 
the regeneration of Māori identity and values to encourage an offenders’ motivation to address 
the reasons behind their offending;  Māori women’s programmes addressing factors linked to 
the offences that the women have committed such as abuse, victimisation, and substance abuse. 
Community-based and group based rehabilitative programmes led by a Māori cultural providers 
or agencies that cover Māori philosophy, values, knowledge and practices; employment and 
education programmes; parenting programmes and Out of Gate services all specifically designed 
to target and meet the specific needs of the Māori community.

As part of the Creating Lasting Change initiative, the Department of Corrections began to 
revitalise Māori Focus Units (MFUs) in prisons, raising the achievement level to an elite standard 
nationwide. The units address the needs of the offenders using cultural values and principles. All 
prison health centres are developing a Māori Health Plan, which recognises the higher health 
needs of the Māori community.   

AUSTRALIA (INDIGENOUS COMMUNITY) 

Indigenous Australians are substantially over-represented in the Australian prison population. 
The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2015) states that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
prisoners account for 27% of the total prison population, but just 2% of the Australian population 
aged 18 years and over. Female prisoners are comprised substantially of this minority ethnic 
group, with Aboriginal women the fastest growing group of prisoners in New South Wales and 
analysis of data from New South Wales, the Northern Territory and South Australia showing 
that Indigenous women are 16 times more likely to offend than non-Indigenous women (ABS, 
2010). They also generally serve shorter sentences than non- Indigenous women, suggesting that 
they are being imprisoned for more minor offenses. (Bartels, 2010; Baldry & Maplestone, 2003). 
Bartels (2010) states that Indigenous women are currently “invisible”, with Indigenous Australians 
more likely to suffer the disadvantages associated with imprisonment, such as homelessness, 
unemployment, illiteracy, poor mental and physical health, substance abuse problems and 
likelihood of re-incarceration than majority-group Australians. There are very few post-release 
services working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and most Indigenous ex-
prisoners return to highly disadvantaged areas where services are scarce and under-resourced, 
or non-existent.

In 2003, Baldry and Maplestone conducted research entitled, ‘Ex-Prisoners and Accommodation: 
Effects on Social Reintegration’, which assessed approximately 350 individuals who had been 
released from prisons in New South Wales and Victoria between 2001 and 2002 – 65% of the 
individuals completed this research. They identified a serious dearth of services for indigenous 
prisoners post release and concluded that this distinct lack of support and services for Indigenous 
offenders is highly detrimental to their rehabilitation and their likelihood of escaping the prison/
crime cycle.  

The Victorian Aboriginal Justice Agreement – Phase II, recognised the following factors as 
relevant to Indigenous women: Women’s role as the primary parent – criminal justice sanctions are 
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likely to have disruptive consequences and crime prevention responses need to take family and 
maternal responsibilities into account;  women’s greater degree of financial dependence on their 
partners – this leaves them more vulnerable to victimisation and interventions need to mitigate 
this risk; high rates of family violence experienced by Indigenous women – they are also over-
represented as victims of crime, which research indicates may lead to increased perpetuation 
of crime; Indigenous women’s experience of ethnic and gender discrimination and its role in the 
formulation of crime prevention responses; the disadvantaged status of Indigenous women based 
on all key indicators – this group has greater needs than most other groups, requiring ‘more 
intensive and multi-dimensional services if there is to be an impact on their over-representation’ 
(Victorian Department of Justice, 2006, p.19).

In addition, the National Indigenous Law and Justice Framework 2009-2015 (Standing Committee 
of Attorneys-General Working Group on Indigenous Justice 2010, 10) notes that ‘access to and 
use of rehabilitative, preventative, and diversionary responses to criminal behaviour provide vital 
opportunities to break the offending cycle. To be most effective, these responses should be gender 
specific and culturally relevant’.  

It was proposed in the Second National Indigenous Justice Forum November, 2006 background 
paper, Diversion: A Model for Reducing Indigenous Criminal Justice Over-Representation 
(Victorian Department of Justice & Jones, cited in Australian Human Rights Commission, 2008) 
that there are five points for diverting Indigenous people from the criminal justice system: 

i. Prior to first contact with the police e.g. through primary prevention programmes that reduce 
risk factors and increase protection, such as cultural strengthening activities.

ii. During contact with law enforcement e.g. police cautioning instead of arrest, referral to 
appropriate community services.

iii. During court processing e.g. bail support programmes with relevant service linkages such as 
Koori Court/ Circle Sentencing processes. Indigenous sentencing courts, which operate in 
all Australian states and territories except Tasmania. These courts have been established 
according to protocols and practices, and can be distinguished from more informal practices 
that occur in remote areas where judicial officers travel on circuit. The first court was 
established in Port Adelaide on 1 June 1999. Indigenous sentencing courts do not practise or 
adopt Indigenous customary laws. Rather, they use Australian criminal laws and procedures 
to sentence Indigenous offenders who have either pleaded guilty or been found guilty, but 
they allow Indigenous Elders and Respected Persons to participate in the process, thereby 
creating a more culturally appropriate forum for sentencing Indigenous offenders77. 

iv. After sentencing e.g. community-based sentences with special conditions as an alternative to 
prison, offender rehabilitation programmes in prisons and the community.

v. Pre- and post-release e.g. integrated pre-release transition and post-release support 
programmes, including linkages to housing, health, employment and other essential services. 
There is however, limited information from which these programmes can be critically evaluated.

77 http://www.indigenousjustice.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/mp/files/publications/files/brief005.pdf 
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APPENDIX 3
CEDAW REPORT

The Gender Equality Division of the Department of Justice and Equality oversees the preparation 
of Ireland’s periodic reports to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women. Ireland’s last  report to CEDAW (the first in over a decade) was considered by the 
Committee in Geneva in February 2017 and the Committees Concluding Observations issued on 
the 6th March 2017.

 According to information before the Committee, the number of women committed to prison more 
than doubled between 2007 and 2014, and the majority of those women were incarcerated for 
non-violent offences and the non-payment of fines. What steps have been taken to implement the 
Fines (Payment and Recovery) Act of 2014, which seeks to reduce the high number of women who 
have been incarcerated for defaulting on court-ordered fines? Please provide age-disaggregated 
data on the number of women and girls in the State party’s prisons and other places of deprivation 
of liberty who are on remand or who are serving prison sentences and the offences that they 
committed. Please provide information on specific measures to address the overrepresentation 
of Traveller women in the prison population and the prevalent stereotypes that increase their risk 
of imprisonment. Please state the measures in place to protect pregnant prisoners and to ensure 
the access of women prisoners to sexual and reproductive health services. What measures are in 
place to enhance mental health services for women in prisons?’78

The Irish Government submitted the Response of Ireland to the List of Issues and Questions prior 
to Reporting79 highlighting a number of points including; a) That  the  joint Probation Service – 
Irish Prison Service strategy document for 2014- 2016, (An Effective Response to Women Who 
Offend) sets out how the two agencies will work with other statutory, community and voluntary 
sector partners to provide more tailored women-centred interventions, reduce offending, improve 
opportunities for reintegration, and achieve more positive outcomes generally; b) The fact that 
the highest proportion (38%) of sentencing for women is for theft and related offences; c) That 
as of 30 April 2016, only 1 female was in custody for non-payment of a fine; d) That alternatives 
to custody continue to be pursued with laws including the Criminal Justice (Community Service) 
(Amendment) Act 2013 which requires the sentencing judge to consider the imposition of 
community service where a custodial sentence of 12 months or less is being considered; e) That 
the Fines (Payment and Recovery) Act 2014, which commenced on 11 January 2016, addresses 
the refusal or failure of a person to pay fines and provides that imprisonment will only apply as 
a last resort where it is not appropriate to make an Attachment Order, a Recovery Order or 
Community Service Order or where a Community Service Order is made and the person fails 
to comply with it. As a result of this legislation it is expected the number of committals to prison 
on short sentences will reduce d) That the Civil Debt (Procedures) Act 2015 provides for the 
abolition of imprisonment of debtors for non-payment of civil debts, and also provides for the 
attachment of earnings or deductions from social welfare payments. 

Regarding Traveller women and girls the report states that ‘The All-Ireland Traveller Health Study 
concluded that the relative risk of imprisonment of Traveller women was 9.8-11.5 per 10,000, and 

78 CEDAW -  List of issues and questions prior to the submission of the combined sixth and seventh periodic reports of 
Ireland 16th March 2016 http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDA
W%2fC%2fIRL%2fQPR%2f6-7&Lang=en 

79 http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/CEDAW_REPORT_September_2016.pdf/Files/CEDAW_REPORT_September_2016.
pdf
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18-22 times that of non-Traveller women. Conflict management and resolution will be a potential 
focus of the National Traveller/Roma Inclusion Strategy. The Social Inclusion care group of the 
HSE provides funding specifically towards research on the unique needs and issues of Traveller 
women in custody’. Where sexual abuse is identified the report states, ‘women are supported 
by health and psychology staff in the first instance and a referral is made for rape counselling 
services’. The report refers to the healthy lifestyle initiative under which women are encouraged 
to take responsibility for their health through a programme of education and exercise and a 
mental health training programme for all staff developed in 2015, to be delivered to all staff 
over a 3-year period. It highlights the Mental Health Awareness and Women Awareness Staff 
Programmes that have been developed and which address specific issues in relation to women 
in prison, including; factors likely to have led them to criminal behaviour, the issues women face 
when in prison, and the effect of imprisonment on mothers and their children.

In it’s Concluding Obseravtions the Committee noted the State party’s efforts to improve the 
situation of women in places of deprivation of liberty such as the modernisation and expansion of 
facilities in Limerick prison for women and the adoption of the Fines (Payment and Recovery) Act 
2014. The Committee also noted that the Report on the Strategic Review of Penal Policy made 
a number of specific recommendations to improve standards of accommodation for women in 
detention. However, it remained concerned that:

a. Women in detention are subjected to overcrowding partly due to the fact women are largely 
detained for defaulting to pay court-ordered fines; and

b. Traveller women are over-represented in the prison population of the State party.
c. In line with the United Nations rules for the treatment of women prisoners and non-custodial 

measures for women offenders (the Bangkok rules), the Committee recommended that the 
Irish Government:

d. Improve women’s conditions in all places of deprivation of liberty by addressing the problem 
of overcrowding in line with international standards; and ensure that monitoring and oversight 
mechanism are in place and that clear procedures for complaints are available;

e. Ensure that the Civil Debt (Procedures) Act, 2015, which abolishes imprisonment of debtors 
for non-payment of civil debts, is effectively implemented in order to ensure that no women 
are detained for failing to pay a civil debt, which is partly responsible for overcrowding in 
prisons; and

f. Address the root causes of the over-representation of Traveller women in places of deprivation 
of liberty.
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APPENDIX 4
NATIONAL TRAVELLER AND ROMA

INCLUSION STRATEGY (2016-2020)
The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017-2021 was approved by Government 
on May 30th 2017 under the remit of the Department of Justice and Equality. 

The aim of the strategy is to ensure a coordinated approach across Government in order to best 
meet the needs of people from the Traveller and Roma communities in line with the standards of 
the EU Framework for the Implementation of Roma Integration Strategies. 

The overall goal is to improve public service engagement with Traveller and Roma communities, 
and improve outcomes for Travellers and Roma in Ireland.

Among the key initiatives and developments arising from the development of this Inclusion 
Strategy are the following:
1. State recognition of Travellers as an ethnic group of the Irish nation;
2. investment by the State in community-based support mechanisms to ensure greater retention 

of Traveller and Roma children and youths in the education system;
3. increased funding to be invested by the State to promote knowledge of, and pride in, Traveller 

culture and heritage;
4. in consultation with Traveller representatives, a culturally appropriate initiative will be 

designed to address feuding in the community;
5. a new system of ethnic identifiers will be developed across the public sector to help to track 

progress and/or challenges for the Traveller and Roma communities in Ireland; 
 and
6. reinvigorated efforts by the State to ensure that Travellers and Roma interact fully with the 

public health sector in order to address some of the underlying health-related challenges 
facing those communities.

The Strategy contains a series of objectives and 149 actions relating to the themes of; 
• Cultural identity 
• Education 
• Employment and the Traveller economy
• Children and young people 
• Health
• Gender equality
• Anti-discrimination and equality 
• Accommodation, 
• Traveller and Roma communities  
• Public services.  

The strategy refers specifically to Travellers and Roma who come into contact with the criminal 
justice system. It states that they should be supported, including throughout sentences and post 
release to reintegrate into the community. The strategy commits to the following actions:
• The Department of Justice and Equality (Irish Prison Service) will, in conjunction with the 

Education and Training Boards, provide access to Travellers and Roma to education while in 
prison, including literacy education.
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• The Department of Justice and Equality (Irish Prison Service) will make specific supports 
and resources available for Traveller and Roma prisoners including access to appropriate 
in-reach services, as well as information about housing, health and social protection services.

• The Department of Justice and Equality (Irish Prison Service and Probation Service) will, 
in conjunction with the Community and Voluntary sector, enhance services to Travellers 
through the Travellers in Prison Initiative, including supports for female Travellers in custody, 
targeted reintegration supports, supports for families affected by imprisonment and peer 
support services to those in custody.

• Ireland (via the Department of Justice and Equality) will implement the CERD Committee’s 
General recommendation XXXI on the prevention of racial discrimination in the criminal 
justice system with a focus on data collection by an independent body for the purposes of 
identifying trends in racial discrimination.
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APPENDIX 5
PUBLIC SECTOR EQUALITY
AND HUMAN RIGHTS DUTY

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 introduced a positive duty on public 
bodies to have due regard to human rights and equality in their work and to conduct their 
business in a manner consistent with human rights80. The duty therefore places an obligation 
on the public sector bodies to proactively work to eliminate discrimination, promote equality for 
groups covered by equality legislation, and to protect and promote human rights. 

The Equality and Rights Alliance note that positive duties have been shown to enhance the provision 
of quality, inclusive, accessible and accountable public services that can reduce inequalities and 
advance the fulfilment of human rights across society, particularly in regard to the provision of 
key social goods (health, housing, education, social care) which have the potential to enhance 
the life chances of the population;  support an informed and evidence-based approach to the 
work of public sector organisations;  drive cultural change within and across the public sector;  
Ensure value for money in public spending; improve outcomes for employees in the public sector, 
including increasing productivity and innovation, reducing staff turnover and absenteeism, and 
enhancing organisational commitment;  bring a greater breadth of experience, knowledge and 
perspective to the design and delivery of services and policy making.81

In its 201582 annual report, the Irish Prison Service notes that with regard to the Public Sector 
Duty, “the Irish Prison Service is aware of its responsibility to uphold the human rights of all persons 
living, working or visiting our institutions. We are committed to working with the various national and 
international bodies involved in the inspection and monitoring of prisons and places of detention. 
We expect staff and management to keep accurate records, to secure all relevant evidence and to 
cooperate fully with national and international accountability bodies. This is an important process 
for us and such inspections are valuable and critically important mechanisms. We are proud of our 
record of protecting and promoting human rights but we equally accept that we have challenges 
and problems that we need to face. We are committed to ongoing improvement in the protection 
and promotion of human rights and we will continue to enhance our Service”.

In response to a question regarding whether the prison saw the promotion of human rights as 
important for the prison, one prison official interviewed for this research noted that “We don’t 
spell it out that this is your right to have this…I hadn’t thought of it like that but human rights are 
given, people should have their human rights first.  We shouldn’t have to question that. I’d like to 
think we empower people to use their rights assertively…if you want to make a complaint you have 
every right to do so.  They have a right to be heard”.

Another staff member in response to the same question noted that, “this prison is probably the 
best example I’ve ever worked in, in that they really respect the women, they call them women, they 
don’t call them prisoners.  The staff are so aware and switched on especially around the needs of 
the women and they are always happy to engage with them”. 

80 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 S42
81 A New Public Sector Equality & Human Rights Duty Paper 3 of series: Setting Standards for the Irish Equality March 

2015 and Human Rights Infrastructure. Equality and Rights Alliance http://www.eracampaign.org/uploads/A%20
New%20Public%20Sector%20Duty%20March%202015.pdf 

82 Irish Prison Service Annual report 2015 P12 http://www.irishprisons.ie/wp-content/uploads/documents_pdf/12232-
Irish-Prison-Service-AnnualReport2015-v7-2.pdf 
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The introduction of the Public Sector Duty and the support and guidance of the Irish Human 
Rights and Equality Commission, should lead to the further development of a systematic 
integration of an equality and human rights perspective into the ongoing work of the prison 
service in Ireland, particularly in light of the findings emerging from this research on the issues 
and needs of Traveller women.
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