
 

 

 
 Newsletter of the  

Travellers in Prison 
 Initiative 

Bridget Connors and Michael Donnellan, Director General of the Irish Prison 
Service, were among the speakers at a recent conference organised by the 
Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI). See pages 2 to 7 for extracts and 
photos from the conference.     (Photo by Derek Speirs) 

A NATIONAL conference on 

the issues and experiences of  

Travellers in prison was 

organised by the Travellers in 

Prison Initiative (TPI) and held 

in Dublin Castle last October. 

   Most importantly, the 

conference featured the voices 

of  Travellers speaking about 

their prison experiences. 

   The 170 participants included 

staff  from the Irish Prison and 

Probation Services, Travellers 

(including those with experience 

of  the prison and probation 

service) and staff  from Traveller 

organisations, as well as a range 

of  different service providers.  

   Morning panellists included: 

   • Mags Casey of  Tipperary 

Rural Travellers Project; 

   • Kathleen Lawrence of  Pavee 

Point Traveller and Roma 

Centre; 

   • Thomas McCann of  the 

Traveller Counselling Service; 

   • Bridget Kelly of  the 

National Traveller Women’s 

Forum; and 

   • Anne Costello of  TPI.   

   Afternoon panellists included: 

   • Michael Donnellan, Irish 

Prison Service Director General; 

   • Vivian Geiran, Probation 

Service Director; 

   • Chris McDonagh and 

Frank Kavanagh of  the Traveller 

Mediation Service; and 

   • Michael McDonagh and 

Nell McDonagh of  Meath 

Travellers Workshop. 

   A report from the conference 

and videos of  the presentations 

can be accessed at www.ssgt.ie/

resources. 

   Photos of  the day are posted 

on the St. Stephen’s Green Trust 

Facebook page. 
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Major National TPI Conference  
MAGS CASEY from Tipperary Rural Travellers 

Project introduced the conference, saying it would 

provide “an opportunity to explore the challenges 

faced by Travellers in prison, and also hopefully to 

explore ways to work together to address these 

challenges.” She added, “Prisons all over the world 

are over-populated with men and women from  

deprived backgrounds and minority 

ethnic groups. We should not be 

surprised, then, that Irish prisons are 

over-populated with Travellers.” 

   Mags referred to the discrimina-

tion and racism experienced by 

Travellers both inside and outside 

of prison, and the awful impact it 

has on them.  

   “Travellers have first-hand experi-

ence on a day-to-day basis of what 

discrimination and lack of social 

acceptance does to a person,” she 

said. “The same challenges are faced 

behind prison walls. But here they are magnified 

and concentrated for Traveller prisoners inside a 

confined space and without the respite afforded by 

family and wider community. It is made even more 

intolerable by the reality for many prisoners of  

loss of respect, or even rejection in some cases, by 

family and community.”  

Mags Casey with Maria Joyce of the National Traveller Women’s  
Forum, who chaired the Morning Session 

THOMAS McCANN from the Traveller Coun-

selling Service began his presentation with a review 

of the history, traditions, language, culture, values 

and way of life of Travellers, and said this has all 

been affected in recent years. He referred to a Gov-

ernment report from 1963 which described Travel-

lers as failed settled people who were a problem 

and needed rehabilitation and assimilation into the 

majority community. Thomas explained the terrible 

impact this mind-set had on Travellers, who have 

internalised these messages “to be-

lieve there is something wrong with 

us and that it is our fault, that we 

are somehow responsible for being 

treated in this way.” This, he said, 

has resulted in low self-esteem low 

self-confidence, anxiety, depression 

(Traveller suicide rates being seven 

times that of the settled popula-

tion), a need to hide one’s identity 

and “an expectation that we are  

going to be treated badly and not 

get a fair deal.” Thomas McCann 
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BRIDGET KELLY from the National Traveller 

Women’s Forum presented the findings from  

interviews that the Travellers in Prison Initiative 

did with twelve Traveller women in prison which 

were published in a report entitled Hearing Their 

Voices – Traveller Women in Prison. 

   Bridget said the report aims to give a voice to the 

women interviewed, who ranged from 23 to 59 

years of age. Every one of them were mothers, she 

said, and they came from a number 

of different parts of Ireland. 

   In terms of reasons for their  

sentences, nine of the women were 

in prison for shoplifting or theft, 

four for assault/GBH, two for a 

driving offence and one for a drugs 

offence. 

   Bridget explained that, because the 

women who’d been interviewed 

couldn’t attend the conference,  

a group of Traveller women had 

been recorded reading quotes from 

their interviews for playing during the conference. 

   Hearing the recordings of the Traveller women 

reading quotes from the women who’d been  

interviewed for the report had a powerful impact 

on the people attending the conference. 

   The recordings gave listeners a good idea of how 

some Traveller women end up in prison and also 

highlighted the challenges that Traveller women 

face in prison.  

Bridget Kelly 

The Morning Panel at the recent TPI Conference included (shown from left in photo) Anne Costello, 

TPI; Kathleen Lawrence, Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre; Thomas McCann, Traveller 

Counselling Service; Bridget Kelly, National Traveller Women’s Forum; and Mags Casey, Tipperary  

Rural Travellers Project. 
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Major National TPI Conference 
(continued) 

DAVID STANTON, Minister of State for 

Equality, Immigration and Integration, spoke 

about the importance of prison services “giving 

individuals in prison support, access to services, 

and opportunities for education, health and 

welfare.” He added: “These are the real things 

which can have a profound impact on not only 

prisoners, but also their families, friends, their 

communities and society as a whole.” 

Sr. Maria McGuinness, Chairperson of St. Stephen’s 
Green Trust (SSGT), and Minister David Stanton 

CHRIS McDONAGH of the Traveller Media-

tion Service spoke about a project to train  

prisoners in peer-mediation in Castlerea Prison. 

From the start, Chris said, the 21 participants 

(11 of them Travellers) engaged fully in working 

to reduce conflict and improve relationships at the 

prison. Most participants agreed that “it can be 

very hard when issues from the outside are carried 

into prison.” 

Chris McDonagh 

KATHLEEN LAWRENCE from the Pavee 

Point Traveller and Roma Centre discussed the 

importance of gathering information on the ethnic 

identity of prisoners so that prisons can promote 

equality for Travellers. She welcomed the Irish 

Prison Service’s commitment to gather the ethnic 

data of prisoners.  

Kathleen Lawrence 

NELL McDONAGH of Meath Travellers 

Workshop discussed her experiences, like those of 

many other women, of visiting relatives in prison: 

“I’ve seen young women hand over brand new  

babies for the first time to men on the other side. 

I’ve seen little children running in and out to see 

their Daddies and to see their Mammies.” 

   She said change is needed both for the families 

living with loneliness and hardship at home and 

for the men in prison living with guilt and the  

effect of their actions on their families. 

Nell McDonagh 
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The Afternoon Panel at the recent TPI Conference included (shown from left in photo) Vivian Geiran, 

Probation Service Director; Michael Donnellan, Irish Prison Service Director General; Chris McDonagh 

and Frank Kavanagh, Traveller Mediation Service; and Michael McDonagh and Nell McDonagh, Meath 

Travellers Workshop. 

JOHN PAUL COLLINS from the Pavee Point 

Traveller and Roma Centre provided a brief 

presentation on behalf of WILLIAM, a Traveller 

man in prison who has been working on a project 

with Pavee Point and Mountjoy Prison to raise 

awareness about and to challenge the issues of 

feuding and violence amongst young Travellers in 

Dublin. William talked about his hope to stop 

other young Traveller men from making the terrible 

mistake he made.  

   The purpose of the “Feuding Deterrence Pro-

gramme” was to develop a space for young  

Traveller men to discuss their concerns about 

conflict in the community and to challenge the 

pressures that young men experience to partake in 

feuds “due to the family name”.  

   William also shared his thoughts and insights 

about the importance of education: “It’s only when 

we work together to educate young Traveller men 

that we will be able to resolve the issues of feuding 

within our community.” 

   He acknowledged the great teachers in Mountjoy 

who taught him to read and write. They also  

supported him to get involved in a number of pro-

jects in the prison, including as an Irish Red Cross 

volunteer and with the Samaritans as a listener. 

FRANK KAVANAGH of the Traveller Mediation 

Service spoke about his involvement in reviewing 

the peer-mediation training in Castlerea. Feedback 

from participants included: 

   • “One of the highlights for the group was the 

fact that the programme was delivered by Travellers 

to Travellers.” 

   • “The group recognised the benefits of this 

training in providing them with the skills and  

confidence to intervene in many situations.” Frank Kavanagh 
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MICHAEL McDONAGH from Meath Travellers 

Workshop began with an introduction in Shelta as 

a way of acknowledging the importance of the 

Traveller language in Traveller culture. He then 

spoke about the prison peer-support work that the 

Workshop is doing in Wheatfield Prison, and the 

importance of having Traveller facilitators for the 

peer-support sessions. 

   “Travellers in prison are not used to seeing other 

Travellers as role models or leaders in this area,” he 

said. “The norm is for settled people to do this 

work, but for Travellers, the experience of being 

with and talking to Travellers who are leading the 

process is an extremely important one.” 

   Michael spoke of the importance of recruiting 

Travellers as staff in the prison system and the chal-

lenges associated with this. Referring to his own 

experience of visiting and working in Wheatfield 

Prison, he said: “I remember the first day I went 

into Wheatfield and, lo and behold, I met an  

officer who was a cousin of mine and also I met a 

cousin of mine at the other side of the bars. I said, 

‘This is going to be really interesting!’ Here I  

had family on both sides of the bars, and how was  

I going to deal with that? He [the prison officer] 

kept a low profile, and I can understand why. It is 

difficult for a Traveller to be a prison officer and to 

express that prejudice and racism exist. One thing I 

think would be brilliant in the future is if we have 

Traveller men and Traveller women working in the 

prison system. Why not?” 

   Michael spoke of “the importance for Travellers 

of seeing real change and progress for Travellers, as 

opposed to simply talking about it. They must be 

able to see, touch and understand it...let Travellers 

see other Travellers doing it.” 

Michael McDonagh 

Major National TPI Conference 
(continued) 

The conference ended with music by famous uiIleann piper Paddy Keenan, accompanied by Daoiri Farrell on bouzouki, 
Tara Finn on whistle and John Keenan on banjo. Conference organisers and participants were particularly glad to welcome 
Paddy, a Traveller community member who has made a huge contribution to traditional Irish music throughout the world.  
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BRIDGET CONNORS introduced herself as a 

Traveller woman and a recovering heroin addict. 

She said her journey to heroin addiction started 

with prescribed medication from her doctor for  

minor depression and moved quickly, following the 

sudden death of her father due to cancer, to crack 

cocaine and heroin. 

   After her partner went to prison in 2015, Bridget 

said, “I gave up living 

then and ended up in 

prison myself.” She 

added that “in many 

ways, going back to 

prison saved my life. I 

was happy to get back 

to the Dóchas Centre because it was a safe place. I 

was safe there.” 

   Bridget was granted temporary release to go to 

Ashleigh House, the only residential treatment  

centre for women with addictions in Ireland.  

   She said that today she is happy, proud to say she 

is in recovery, and in regular contact with her wider 

family and with her children. 

   For the first time ever she is starting a job on a 

Community Employment Scheme. “It’s hard to  

believe that only twelve months ago I was doing a 

methadone detox in Mountjoy,” she said. 

   Bridget highlighted the particular hardships for 

mothers and the impact of separation from their 

children on women’s mental and emotional health. 

   “Nearly every Traveller woman in the Dóchas  

Centre and in Limerick 

Prison is a mother with 

children on the outside,” 

she said. “There’s nobody 

realises the hurt you have 

in your heart when you’re 

locked up at half-seven  

every night and you’ve nothing to think about  

except your children. That breaks your heart.” 

   Bridget concluded by saying: “It takes a very 

strong woman to not think about suicide and 

 depression in that place. There’s big supports  

needed for Traveller women in that community.  

I hope to God that what I have said here today can 

make a difference to people.” 

“It takes a very strong woman 

 to not think about suicide and 

 depression in that place. 

There’s big supports needed for  

Traveller women in that community.”  

Martin Collins of the Pavee Point Traveller and Roma 
Centre, who chaired the Afternoon Session 

Conference participant Gillian Butler 
of the Cork Alliance Centre 
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This is the fifth edition of the Travellers in Prison Initiative Newsletter.  

   We are delighted that this edition contains articles written by Travellers in prison, 

 as well as extracts from the presentations by Travellers who spoke at the TPI National Conference.  

   If you would like to write an article for the next edition of the newsletter, 

please contact Anne Costello, Co-ordinator of the Travellers in Prison Initiative. 

Anne can be contacted at anne@ssgt.ie or (087) 657 7666. 

   More information about TPI is available at www.ssgt.ie/resources or on Facebook 

(search under St. Stephen’s Green Trust). St. Stephen’s Green Trust also provides funding to 

Traveller organisations to work with Travellers in prison and their families. 

They are currently funding Traveller organisations to work with Travellers in prison in 

Wheatfield, Limerick, Midlands, Castlerea Arbour Hill, Dóchas and Castlerea.  

This Time I’ve Asked for Support 
I’VE BEEN IN AND OUT OF the Women’s 

Prison from the age of 18 years. I didn't think that 

I'd be here again, almost ten years later repeating 

the same old story! 

   I had no support the last few times that I got out. 

This time I've asked for support for my addiction 

issue and to help me stop re-offending. I robbed to 

feed my habit and to survive out there. I never 

asked for help before because of who I was and 

what I was capable of doing. I was full of regrets 

and shame deep inside myself.  

   When I started this 

sentence, I lost custody of 

my kids and my relation-

ship with my father and 

sisters changed. They 

treated me with tough 

love. I have three beautiful children. My sister is 

looking after them. I've only seen them three times 

since I've come to prison, and it has made me  

realise what I'm missing out on. I'm able to phone 

them every day, but it's not the same.  

   My eyes have been opened on this sentence. It has 

been a big Wake-Up Call! 

   I go to the school every day. I love Home 

Economics, Arts and Crafts, and English. Now 

that I was nominated to be the spokesperson  

for Travellers in the Women’s Prison, I do my 

best to encourage other Traveller women to attend  

the school. 

   In the past I felt that I couldn't ask for anything 

because I felt ashamed as a Traveller. I didn't want 

to admit that I had an addiction problem. As a 

Traveller woman I wasn't allowed to show my  

emotions, and I was truly afraid to tell my story 

about domestic violence in the home. I witnessed 

my father beat up my mother, and then I had to 

endure my partner beating me up for the past ten 

years. I've had enough. Now I'm standing up for 

myself for the first  

time. I'm attending 

counselling, and it's 

really helping me to 

voice my feelings for the 

first time ever. 

   I'm involved in the meetings for the Travellers in 

Prison Initiative in the Dóchas. I've “plucked up” 

the courage to ask for support this time. I want to 

move on to Coolmine on my release to address my 

addiction issue once and for all. I want to enrol in 

Hotel and Catering courses/work in the future, so 

that I can support my children properly. 

   I'm attending the Pre-Release course, and I never 

miss a class. Now I'm a stronger person, and I 

know that I'm capable of turning my life around, 

thank God. 

“Now that I was nominated to be the 

spokesperson for Travellers in the Women’s 

Prison, I do my best to encourage other 

Traveller women to attend the school.” 

http://www.ssgt,ie/resources

