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The Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI) 
was developed in 2014 as a response to 
the particular needs and circumstances of 
Travellers in prison in Ireland.

It is the first operational programme of the  
St Stephen’s Green Trust, and is also funded 
by the Irish Prison Service and the Probation 
Service. 

SSGT is a charitable foundation which respects 
human dignity and is committed to helping 
create a society where the dignity of all can be 
realised through social justice and inclusive, 
nurturing communities.

TPI’s partner organisations (who are members 
of a project steering group) are the National 
Traveller Women’s Forum, Pavee Point, the 
Irish Traveller Movement, IASIO, the IPS, the 
Probation Service, the Irish Penal Reform 
Trust, Mincéirs Whiden, Exchange House, 
Traveller Counselling Service, the HSE 
Social Inclusion Unit, the Irish Red Cross, 
the Education and Training Board, and the 
Traveller Mediation Service and Parish of the 
Travelling People.

The overall aim of the TPI is to embed positive 
change in policy and practice. Our five action 
areas are: 

1. Building a knowledge base about Travellers 
in prison 

2. Increasing and improving access to prison-
based services for Travellers 

3. Strengthening supports for families of 
Travellers in prison, and after prison, using 
a multi-agency approach  

FOREWORD

4. Strengthening self-identity and self-
advocacy for Travellers in prison by 
mainstreaming a peer-support model 

5. Documenting and sharing the learning of 
the TPI 

This evaluation report captures the learning of 
the first six years of the TPI and documents its 
work across all these action areas.

The evaluation analyses the outcomes 
and work of the TPI in terms of its three 
underpinning principles - 1) participation 
of Travellers in all aspects of its work; 2) 
relationship-building with stakeholders in 
frontline and senior management functions, 
and 3) the gender dimension, focusing on the 
disproportionate impact of imprisonment on 
Traveller women. 

The underpinning principles are closely 
related to the community work approach 
of the TPI – this approach has been a 
cornerstone to the changes that the TPI has 
advocated for, as well as the institutional 
changes that it has given rise to. 

The SSGT is an equal partner with the IPS 
and PS, and it brings to the TPI its principles 
of respect, solidarity, accountability and 
partnership. 

The evaluation highlights the significant 
achievements of the TPI to date. The 
evaluation notes the systematic and evidence-
based approach to the work, and highlights 
its flexibility and responsiveness, and this was 
crucial to support prisoners and their families 
during COVID-19. 
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We would like to thank Tanya Lalor of Method 
Consultants for undertaking the evaluation. 
We sincerely appreciate her constant 
professionalism, commitment to the work of 
the TPI and to supporting all stakeholders to 
have their voices heard.

FOREWORD

The TPI has achieved much in its short 
existence, but more remains to be done.  
We look forward to the next six years, working 
together with our funders and partners 
to continue to have a positive impact on 
prisoners and their families, and thank you in 
advance for your collaboration. 

Maria Joyce 
Chairperson, Travellers in Prison Initiative
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The Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI) is 
a programme delivered by St. Stephen’s 
Green Trust (SSGT) in partnership with the 
Irish Prison Service (IPS) and the Probation 

Service (PS). It was established in 2014. This 
document summarises the key findings of the 
programme evaluation which considers its first 
six years of operation.  

1  The evaluation anticipated that prisoners would be consulted as part of the work but, due to the impact of COVID-19 on prisons, this 
was restricted. Nonetheless, one prisoner and one former prisoner took part in consultations.

The overall objective of the evaluation is to 
examine the extent to which progress is being 
made by the TPI in achieving its anticipated 
outcomes, including to:  
• Monitor the extent to which project 

outputs have been achieved 
• Provide insight into the factors giving rise 

to achievement of project outputs 
• Evaluate the extent to which outcomes 

have been achieved, and consider their 
organisational contexts 

1.1 Evaluation objectives
• Analyse how the principles underpinning 

TPI have contributed to the activities and 
outcomes

• Evaluate the effectiveness of governance 
structures and management of the project 

• Evaluate the extent to which the TPI 
contributes to overall SSGT objectives and 
adheres to SSGT values and principles.

1.2 Methods and sources of data
The evaluation had a strong formative element to 
it – quarterly evaluation briefings were completed 
in 2020 and 2021, with recommendations for 
the further development of key TPI initiatives. 

The following comprised the main sources 
of information and data in the course of the 
evaluation. 

Table 1.1  Methods used in evaluation
DESK CONSULTATIONS

• TPI Coordinator learning and reflection work 
• TPI Coordinator progress reports 
• TPI steering group minutes 
• Peer support group project reports  
• Newsletters, and other TPI resources and guides 
• IPS ethnic information and monitoring reports 
• Training materials, training reports and 

evaluations 
• Pilot project evaluations, briefing papers, 

research

Interviews (TPI Coordinator, SSGT 
Executive Director, SSGT Trustee, IPS, 
Probation Services, IPS prison staff, 
Traveller Mediation Service (TMS), 
Irish Association for Social Inclusion 
Opportunities (IASIO), Inspector of 
Prisons, Tusla, City of Dublin Education 
and Training Board (CDETB), peer 
support group facilitators, TPI steering 
group Chair and members, prisoner, and 
former prisoner)1

In total, 33 people were interviewed, seven of whom were members of the Traveller community. 
One of these Travellers was a prisoner, and one an ex-prisoner.



POLICY CONTEXT
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2  Strategic action 2, ‘Prisoner Support’, Goal 2.6.
3   There is a dedicated website associated with the strategy, https://www.workingtochange.ie/    
4   This policy complements the National Social Enterprise Policy for Ireland (2019-2021), the first national social enterprise policy, 

although it does not specifically reference Travellers.  It is overseen by the Department of Rural and Community Development.
5   The KickStart fund was developed jointly by the Probation Service and the Irish Prison Service. The funding is being provided from the 

Dormant Accounts Fund, which is managed by the Department of Rural and Community Development.
6   Examples of social considerations that can be incorporated into the in the procurement process that are referenced in the strategy 

include employment and training opportunities for disadvantaged groups, disability access, promoting social inclusion, the protection of 
the environment and combating climate change. 

This evaluation covers the period of two IPS 
strategic plans. The Irish Prison Service Strategic 
Plan 2016-2018 (IPS, 2016) named Travellers 
and stated that ‘with the Probation Service 
and the community/voluntary sector, we 
will enhance services to Travellers through 
the Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI)’2. 
Specific commitments included capturing 
information on Travellers (on committal), 
examining issues faced by Traveller women 
in custody; development of a family support 
toolkit, providing peer supports for Travellers, 
ensuring culturally responsive services for 
Travellers, and delivering training for staff.  
These outputs mirrored commitments set out 
by TPI during that period.

Travellers are not specifically named in the 
current Irish Prison Service Strategic Plan 2019-
2022 (IPS, 2019). However, the Public Sector 
Equality and Human Rights Duty (‘public 
sector duty’, outlined below) is referenced. 
Under prisoner support, the strategy refers to 
‘policies to target resources for marginalised 
groups’ and ‘greater recognition of family 
support’. 

The Probation Service published its Strategic 
Statement 2021-2023 in July 2021. Its 
focus is to create safer and more inclusive 
communities, and it sets out five overarching 
strategic pillars for the service. Under pillar 
three, Promoting Inclusion, while Travellers 
are not specifically mentioned, the PS makes 

2.1 Criminal justice policy context

the commitment to ‘further strengthen an 
organisational culture that recognises and 
supports diversity, integration and human 
rights, and is reflected in all aspects of 
Probation Service policy and practice’. The four 
goals under this pillar include commitments 
to respond to the need of service users, 
recognising and acknowledging diversity; the 
inclusion of minority cultures and equality 
proofing (under the public sector duty); as well 
as commitments to optimise life opportunities 
for service users, including employment and 
participation in the work of the PS.

The third joint IPS and PS Strategic plan for 
2018–2020 included a commitment that 
‘the IPS and PS will collaborate to increase 
engagement with specific groups of offenders, 
including those from the Traveller community’. 
It also committed to enhancing offender 
employability and to engaging with service 
users. There is no successor to this strategy 
published to date.

The PS and IPS joint strategy, Working to 
Change: Social Enterprise and Employment 
Strategy 2021-2023,3  aims to increase 
employment opportunities for people with 
criminal convictions.4 It includes funding for 
its KickStart5 programme to support social 
enterprise and employment measures. It 
also commits to Socially Responsible Public 
Procurement clauses in Department of Justice 
contracts.6 
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7 The IHREC carried out a number of pilot Public Sector Duty initiatives, including ones in the IPS and PS. 
   

Ireland’s National Traveller and Roma Integration 
Strategy (2017-2021) (NTRIS) (Department of 
Justice and Equality, 2017) came within the 
remit of the Department of Justice until 2020 
and is now within the remit of the Department 
of Children, Equality Disability, Youth and 
Integration. Under its ‘Anti-Discrimination 
and Equality’ pillar, the strategy commits the 
Department of Justice (IPS and PS) to enhance 
services to Travellers through the Travellers 
in Prison Initiative (TPI), including supports 
for female Travellers in custody, targeted 
reintegration supports, supports for families 
affected by imprisonment, and peer support 
services to those in custody.

Under its Public Services pillar, the strategy 
states that data disaggregated by ethnicity 
and gender should be collected across all 
Government departments and statutory 
agencies to monitor and evaluate the impact 
of existing policies and strategies and to 
support evidence-based policy making (p. 43). 

2.2 Traveller-specific and equality policy measures

The NTRIS has been under review and the 
Government is due to submit a successor 
strategy to the European Commission in 
October 2021.

The Public Sector Equality and Human 
Rights Duty obliges all public bodies 
in Ireland to promote equality, prevent 
discrimination, and protect the human 
rights of their employees, service users, 
and all affected by their policies and plans. 
They are obliged to assess the human 
rights and equality issues relevant to 
their functions; identify the policies and 
practices to address these issues; and to 
report in a manner accessible to the public 
on their developments and achievement 
in that regard. The Irish Human Rights and 
Equality Commission (IHREC) oversees the 
implementation of the Public Sector Duty.7



THE TPI AND ITS 
RATIONALE
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SSGT is an independent social justice grant-
maker which works across the island of 
Ireland.  Its primary purpose is to make grants 
to groups to allow them to effect positive 
social change in areas which trustees deem 
to be critical. Sometimes SSGT engages with 
the issues at an operational level when it is 
believed to be the best approach. 

The TPI was established by SSGT in 2014 as 
a response to the needs and circumstances 
of Travellers in prison in Ireland. These were 
set out in the Irish Penal Reform Trust’s (IPRT) 
report, Travellers in the Irish Prison System 
(Costello, 2014). They can be summarised as 
persistent levels of disadvantage and exclusion 
for the Traveller community reflected in 
living conditions, accommodation, health 
status, education, and employment. These 
are important factors giving rise to the 
disproportionate representation of Travellers 
in the prison and probation system; cultural 
resistance to accessing prison-based services; 
potential for discrimination and isolation; poor 

3.1 Steering group

physical and mental health and difficulties in 
community reintegration after imprisonment. 

The TPI’s rationale is that if there is an 
open commitment on behalf of all relevant 
stakeholders to jointly develop and implement 
responses, and to use the results and learning 
to effect change, then there will be a longer-
term benefit for Travellers in prison, their 
prospects for reoffending, their families, their 
communities and society generally.

TPI’s work is underpinned by principles 
of participation, a focus on the gender 
dimension, and relationship-building. It is 
informed by a community work approach. 
This is defined as ‘a developmental activity 
comprised of both a task and a process. The 
task is social change to achieve equality, 
social justice and human rights, and the 
process is the application of principles of 
participation, empowerment and collective 
decision-making in a structured and co-
ordinated way’ (AIEB, 2016, p.7).

The work of the TPI is advised by a steering 
group which comprises a wide range of 
stakeholders, and which meets quarterly. 
Its membership includes SSGT, IPS, the PS, 
Pavee Point, IPRT, Irish Traveller Movement, 
Meath Travellers’ Workshop (MTW), TMS, 
National Traveller Women’s Forum (NTWF), 

and the Traveller Counselling Service, Mincéirs 
Whiden, IASIO, National Traveller Money 
Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS), 
Exchange House, the HSE Social Inclusion 
Unit, the Irish Red Cross, City of Dublin 
Education and Training Board (CDETB), and 
Parish of the Travelling People. 
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3.2 Strategic plans

The TPI has completed two strategic plans. 
Each plan includes five key action areas: 
1. Building a knowledge base 
2. Accessing services 

3. Family support 
4. Peer support and self-advocacy 
5. Documenting and sharing the learning

3.3 Inputs

The TPI is staffed by one part-time 
coordinator (three days per week). It accesses 
external expertise and contracts out tasks 
and research as required. Its annual budget is 

€100,000 (funded by SSGT, IPS, and the PS). 
This includes programme costs for research, 
evaluation, technical support, and grants to 
Traveller organisations which are undertaken 
as part of its work.



ACTION AREAS AND 
THEIR OUTCOMES 
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4.1  Action area 1: Building the knowledge base about 
Travellers in prison

Gathering data and generating knowledge 
about Travellers in prison is a key action of 
the TPI. The focus of this action involves 
familiarisation of the issues as well as how 
best to respond to these, based on good 
practices and international experience. 

This area of activity is concerned with the 
following actions:

Introduction of an ethnic identifier
While the IPS had an ethnic identifier in 
place, the categories of ethnicity were not 
consistent with the census question (therefore 
not comparable to other datasets) and, in the 
case of the PS, staff had not received training 
in asking the question of ethnicity. Actions 
included the following:
• The TPI engaged Pavee Point to deliver 

training to IPS training staff, and 
subsequently to prison staff who would 
be introducing the ethnic identifier (at 
committal stage). 

• A census on ethnicity was piloted in 
Castlerea and Dóchas prisons (with 
prisoners involved in supporting 

other prisoners to self-identify), and 
subsequently across the entire prison 
estate. The census verified the over-
representation of Travellers: while 
accounting for 0.7% of the population 
in Ireland, 10% of the entire prison 
population and 15% of the female prison 
population identified as Travellers (TPI, 
2019a). 

• Two reports have been produced by 
the IPS (regarding Traveller prisoners’ 
participation in education and in the 
Community Return and Community 
Support Schemes). 

• Training was provided by Pavee Point to 
PS staff, including six training staff (with 
a view to them rolling out the training to 
frontline staff) and cultural competency 
training was delivered to Probation officers 
throughout 2021. 

• IASIO staff have also received training in 
the introduction of an ethnic identifier, 
and there are plans to introduce an ethnic 
identifier across all in-service providers. 

CONTRIBUTION TO OUTCOMES
The IPS and PS have both started the process of implementing systems which support 
the gathering of more accurate statistics on the numbers of Travellers in their services 
(this includes training systems). This is being rolled out to other services, and Pavee Point 
has delivered training to IASIO. 

The introduction of the ethnic identifier is still a work in progress, but it was believed to 
have contributed to a greater recognition and awareness of the issue of Traveller over-
representation. According to one Traveller representative: ‘the recognition was good… 
there has been a change in thinking, and a change in analysis’.
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The impact of undertaking the census in the prisons has been significant: the confirmed 
data on over-representation enabled the TPI to consider this in the context of over-
representation of minority ethnic groups and indigenous communities in a number of 
jurisdictions, and the similarity of the data pointed to wider structural issues impacting 
on Travellers. This supports the case made by the TPI to address these root causes of the 
disproportionate levels of imprisonment. 

The TPI developed a briefing sheet to explain this over-representation, which has been 
an important resource for TPI partners, as indicated in evaluation consultations (and 
outlined below). The point was made that ‘when we saw how comparable the data was 
between Travellers and other [ethnic minority/indigenous] groups, the penny dropped for us’.

Subsequent to this, the IPS has produced a report on Traveller prisoners’ participation 
in prison-based education services and in relation to participation in the Community 
Return scheme and Community Support Scheme. Future reports could consider specific 
thematic areas and provide in-depth data (including outcomes for Travellers) and 
consider the wider structural as well as prison context. 

There is an ongoing commitment on behalf of the IPS to ensure robust measures of data 
collection are pursued: this is evidenced by the ongoing assessment of the suitability 
of asking the ethnic identifier question at committal stage and it is planned that the 
Integrated Service Management (ISM) coordinators will ask the question during their 
interview process.8 TPI is liaising with IPS and Pavee Point to organise training with ISM 
coordinators on the process. 

With regard to the ethnic identifier in the PS – there is an identifier in place which uses 
the census categories, but staff required further training on asking the question. The 
training for the ethnic identifier also follows a ‘train the trainer’ model but is augmented 
by equality and diversity training focused on Travellers, which targets all Probation 
Officers. Training on cultural competency is delivered by TPI in collaboration with PS 
staff and a Traveller man who is also an ex-offender.

8 For prisoners with a sentence of over 12 months and who come within the remit of the ISM process. 
   

The IPRT 2014 study reported that Traveller 
women face a risk of imprisonment as much as 
18 to 22 times higher than that of the general 
population (Costello, 2014). The prison census 
confirms the high percentage of the female 
prison population accounted for by Traveller 
women (15%). 

The TPI maintains that a specific focus on Traveller 
women in prison is required given the greater 
stigma for Traveller women (compared with men) 
and the impact of separation from children for 
Traveller women. Actions have included:
• The TPI commissioned the Hearing Their 

Voices research (Doyle, 2017). 

Knowledge about Traveller women in prison

https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Hearing-their-Voices-Traveller-Women-in-Prison.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Hearing-their-Voices-Traveller-Women-in-Prison.pdf
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9   For example, the Children of Prisoners Europe webinar, ‘Keeping Children Connected to a Parent in Prison in the COVID-19 crisis and 
beyond’ (26 May 2020), and the International Network of Civil Liberties Organisations’ webinar, ‘Civil Society response to COVID19 in 
Prisons and Jails’ (21 May 2020).

10  The IPRT is undertaking research on sentencing and ethnic minorities.

• A Traveller Women in Prison (TWIP) 
advisory group was formed, which included 
the participation of two Traveller women 
prisoners from Dóchas prison. Among 
its tasks was ensuring that TPI actions 
and strategies were gender-proofed and 
it met twice per annum until COVID-19 
restrictions came into force.  

• A peer support worker has been funded by 
the IPS to work in Dóchas prison.

• The NTWF commissioned a feasibility 
study into a model of support for Traveller 
women (in prison and post-release) which 
was funded by the TPI. An operational plan 
for the model is being completed at the 
time of evaluation. 

EVALUATION COMMENTARY
The Hearing Their Voices research was very highly regarded in the evaluation 
consultations: ‘It brought attention to the particular issues that the Traveller women face and, 
when events took place in Dóchas, there was the beginnings of a movement… the research 
was very powerful’. 

The subsequent actions, including peer support and the TWIP advisory group have been 
key in addressing these issues. However, progress has been hampered by COVID-19, as 
well as a change in prison operations, (overcrowding in Dóchas prison was also noted as a 
contributory factor). This has affected the operation of initiatives such as peer support in the 
prison. It points to the need to formalise the activities of the TPI, the operation of which can 
be subject to the priorities of individual prison governors. Operational autonomy of prisons 
and the dependency on individual relationships are themes arising in this evaluation. 

Specific activities under this action include:
• An overview of literature and case studies 

of good practice in other jurisdictions 
to provide information and evidence to 
inform TPI initiatives: Towards Developing 
a Strategy for Travellers in Prison (2016)

• Research and case studies on positive action 
measures to tackle labour market barriers 
experienced by Travellers: Working it out: 
Examples of measures to enhance employment 
of under-represented groups (2021)

• Publication of a briefing sheet on the 
over-representation of Travellers in an 
international context: TPI Briefing Sheet 

Research and learning from other jurisdictions and sectors

No. 1 Indigenous and minority ethnic 
groups in prison (TPI, 2019a)

• Attendance at online seminars hosted by 
international advocacy groups, particularly 
regarding COVID-19 responses,9 and the 
TPI engaged with its equivalent project 
in the UK regarding the response to 
COVID-19 there. 

• Links with research projects and academics 
(e.g., NUI Maynooth [NUIM], University 
College Cork, IPRT10) and international 
academic institutions, and delivery of 
inputs to courses (community work, social 
work, and criminology). 

https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Developing-a-Strategy-2016.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Developing-a-Strategy-2016.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-report.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-report.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-report.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Briefing-Paper-Nov-2019.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Briefing-Paper-Nov-2019.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Briefing-Paper-Nov-2019.pdf%20
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EVALUATION COMMENTARY 
Organisations consulted noted the contribution of the learning and research to their 
practices and, in particular, the international comparable data on the high rates of 
imprisonment among Travellers and members of other ethnic groups. 

This knowledge is relevant not only to Travellers in the criminal justice system, but to 
members of the Traveller community in general (e.g., issues to do with unemployment 
and Travellers have been placed in the public domain) as well as other minority ethnic 
groups. The experience of introducing an ethnic identifier could be applied across the 
public sector in general. The TPI has promoted the wide dissemination and use of these 
resources to Traveller and other organisations. This knowledge could be used widely to 
influence the broader equality and human rights context in Ireland. 

The TPI has worked with national organisations to place its concerns on the national 
agenda (for example, it engaged with the National Women’s Council of Ireland [NWCI] 
as part of the TPI and NTWF response to the COVID-19 pandemic). As a result, it is 
expected that these organisations will widen their own advocacy efforts. By adding value 
to these organisations’ efforts, the TPI also widens its own impact.

4.2 Action area 2: Travellers’ access to services in prison

This action focuses on the following: 
supporting Traveller participation in services 
that are available (through peer support) and 
providing suitable services in prison (and post-
release). Activities include:
• A baseline survey of 30 ETB teachers (in 

Dublin prisons) in 2017 where the majority 
of respondents acknowledged barriers for 
Travellers taking part in education11 

• Research which identified logistical and 
practical barriers to education and training 
(Costello, 2017)

• TPI developed a module on Traveller 
inclusion for new Prison Recruit Officers 
(PROs) in collaboration with the 
psychologist in Castlerea prison (2016-
2019). TPI engaged two Traveller  

ex-prisoners to deliver the training. In 
2019, TPI worked with the TMS and the 
IPS College to adapt and mainstream the 
training. Now TMS deliver the training 
which is included in new recruits training 
curriculum. The training receives ongoing 
positive feedback. 

• Equality and diversity training to ETB staff 
(delivered by TPI with MTW and Pavee 
Point) 

• A one-day in-service training course on 
equality and diversity for 16 CDETB 
teachers and IPS staff with responsibility for 
social inclusion (delivered by NUIM) in 2019

• Equality and diversity training for frontline 
probation officers: two sessions completed 
in 2021, with two more due by end-2021 

11   E.g., literacy, cultural barriers, negative experience of education, fear of discrimination, shame associated with educational 
disadvantage.
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ETB and education services 

The TPI and CDETB devised an initiative 
whereby a teacher was appointed to 
coordinate education for Travellers across 
all Dublin prisons for 2.5 days per week. The 
role included outreach on prison landings 
(including those on ‘restricted regimes’) and 
making referrals to prison services. Each 
prison in Dublin also identified a teacher to 

12   Evaluation quarterly briefing No.2 (2020) The TPI and City of Dublin Education and Training Board initiative.

take on a Traveller liaison role to champion 
Travellers’ access to the prison school. 

The IPS is committed to the roll-out of this 
initiative across all prisons. In each of the 
schools, a Traveller liaison teacher function 
has been created – this is a voluntary position 
which is undertaken as part of the overall 
duties of the staff member. 

EVALUATION COMMENTARY 
An evaluation briefing document undertaken as part of the overall TPI evaluation noted 
the importance of relationships and trust between prisoners and the school/teachers 
as the key determinant in participation on courses. It also recommended that its wider 
roll-out could be informed by the TPI and the Dublin-based ETB/Traveller Liaison 
Coordinator, and that protocols and supports for those undertaking the role should be 
developed with the involvement of the TPI.12 

The participation rate of Travellers and non-Traveller prisoners in prison education was 
collated by the IPS (following the introduction of the ethnic identifier). In six of the 
prisons, the participation rate is broadly similar to the non-Traveller population (i.e., 
equal or +/- 3%). Participation rates are higher in smaller, open prisons. 

This data provides a good baseline for follow-up with subsequent reports. For other 
prisons, the percentage of prisoners on restricted regimes is likely to impact on 
participation (for example, Mountjoy has a high proportion of its capacity of prisoners on 
restricted regimes in June 2021). In addition to participation and enrolment data, as the 
data becomes collated over a longer-term, completion rates and data on outcomes for 
Traveller and non-Traveller prisoners will be beneficial and insightful. 

In addition, analysis of workshop-based and practical skills-based training would also 
be useful in future analyses of ethnic identifier data. The availability of workshop-based 
training was noted by an ex-prisoner: ‘there are only two workshops (in Castlerea)... twice a 
week. There are 14 workshops in the Midlands prison… the lack of workshops in Limerick and 
Castlerea is a major problem’. 

In terms of changes in service provision, 
this should follow from a recognition and 
knowledge of the issues arising and has been 

discussed above. There was awareness of the 
challenges involved in changing services:
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The TPI helps us to develop our services – 
it is a long journey.

In relation to access… our approach and 
the language may not be right. There is 
something about having a trusted person 
facilitating access and maybe we need 
help around engagement. While some 
service providers employ people with a 
criminal conviction, the employment of 
Travellers is less prevalent… we need to be 
looking at this… 

In terms of established initiatives, there 
has been some positive attitudinal change 
reported, reflected, for example, in teachers’ 
understanding about Travellers. The extent 
of this is anecdotal – and it would be 
beneficial to repeat the survey undertaken 
in 2017 to follow up the baseline study to 
monitor changes in attitudes. It would also be 
advantageous to undertake a baseline survey 
of the Traveller Liaison Teachers (TLTs) outside 
of Dublin who have recently been appointed. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted on 
access to services for Travellers in prison, 
but measures such as training for staff within 
services to become culturally competent 
have gained traction and should have the 
potential to improve practice. In particular, the 
PS has developed and delivered modules for 
equality and diversity training with the TPI to 
Probation Officers in 2021, with an ongoing 
commitment for future collaboration in these 
areas. There may be scope to explore how this 
training could provide the basis for continuing 
professional development (CPD) accreditation 
in the future.13

Future work planned with the PS includes 
exploring how the work of Probation Officers 
with respect to pre-sentencing reports can 
account for the Traveller experience (and in 
particular, the experience of trauma). This 
is a significant development, and one which 
has been advanced through strong working 
relationships between the TPI and committed 
staff in the Probation Service. 

13   Probation Officers are professional social workers and are expected to undertake CPD. The oversight of social workers is undertaken 
by CORU (through the Social Workers Registration Board). The code of Professional Conduct and Ethics states that social workers 
should consider the support and guidance provided by the Social Workers Registration Board regarding CPD and, keep a record of the 
activities completed.

4.3 Action area 3: Culturally appropriate family support

Family support can be a vital intervention in 
reducing the negative impact of imprisonment 
on families (feelings of loss, shame, and 
stigma), and for prisoners, in supporting close 
contact with families. Actions have included:
• Work with Galway Traveller Movement 

(GTM) to document the insights and 
experiences (narratives) of Traveller 
families and prisoners (in Castlerea). 
Traveller activists and professionals with 
expertise in the areas of imprisonment and 
family support were facilitated to respond 

to what they heard. The report,  ‘We keep 
going for each other’, is being published and 
will be used as a tool to raise awareness 
and stimulate discussion of the particular 
issues for Travellers in prison and their 
families. 

• Participation in a research oversight group 
(with Childhood Development Initiative, 
Castlerea prison, IPS, Tusla, and IASIO) 
regarding a model of support for prisoners’ 
families: Prisoners Returning Home: 
Prisoners and Family Reintegration (2019).
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• Support for National Traveller MABS 
to produce a guide (2019) for families 
impacted by imprisonment. 

• Individual support and advocacy in 
response to requests from prisoners’ 
families (approx. two calls per week). 

EVALUATION COMMENTARY 
This individual advocacy has informed the work of the TPI and the work of other 
advocacy organisations. It also builds trust and credibility and allows the TPI to vouch for 
other services: “I know Anne, you can trust her” [Traveller man to his son in prison].  

It adds value to the work of other organisations. For example, during the pandemic, the 
TPI could highlight the fears of family members and the impact of  limited access to their 
families (through video link problems). 

4.4  Action area 4: Strengthening self-identity and  
self-advocacy – peer approaches

Self-advocacy and peer approaches can 
empower prisoners to address issues affecting 
them, build confidence, and combat isolation, 
and they acknowledge that prisoners can 
be active agents in their rehabilitation. 
An overview of peer initiatives and their 
outcomes is provided below.

Peer support

The TPI supported Traveller organisations to 
deliver peer support in Midlands, Limerick, and 
Dóchas prisons (peer support was already in 
Wheatfield since 2014).14  Delivery is different in 
each of the prisons.15 In the 2018 evaluation of 
peer support, prisoners spoke about the impact 
of peer-support on them (O’Toole, 2017).

The peer group gets you off the landing 
and pulls down the walls. 

The group gives us a voice in prison and a 
place to talk out issues with no judgement.

From the prison perspective, the work of peer 
support supported access to services:

The experience of the peer support worker 
supported the peer group members to 
engage with the prison in a different way… 
they were supported to meet the standard 
regime requirements which opened up 
opportunities for them.

14   The NTWF facilitates peer support in Dóchas; TRTP work in the Midlands and Limerick prisons; and MTW continue to work in 
Wheatfield prison. 

15   In Limerick, the peer support group comprised prisoners on protection; in Dóchas, women experience shorter stays in prison and so 
the focus is on supporting women’s access to prison services and addressing their pre-release needs; and, in Wheatfield, peer support 
focuses on encouraging Traveller participation in training and education, instilling pride in Traveller heritage and culture, and delivering 
cultural competence training to prison staff and management.
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All peer support groups adopt the principles 
of community work.16 Alongside an evaluation, 
the TPI commissioned Mincéir in the Respoon 
- Toolkit and Standards for Traveller Peer 
Support Projects in Prison (TPI, 2019b) to 
guide the work and safeguard the model. 

Since 2019, the work has been mainstreamed 
and the IPS is the core funder of these peer 
support groups. An additional peer group was 
started in Castlerea in 2019 on a pilot basis, 
funded by the TPI. 

Peer mediation

A pilot peer mediation initiative was 
developed in Castlerea prison arising from 
discussions between the TPI, ETB, the TMS 
and Castlerea prison. This included:

• An introductory peer mediation training 
programme for prisoners (19 participants) 
was followed by a more intensive training 
programme (seven participants) and all 
participants passed an assessment by an 
external accredited mediator. 

• Following the evaluation of the pilot (Lalor, 
2017b), peer mediation has been provided 
in five prisons (Loughan House, Dóchas, 
Castlerea, Cork and Midlands) and has 
also been started in Portlaoise Prison. The 
programme has reached 190 prisoners, 
100 of these have received certification 
and two have continued their studies at 
third level on release. 

The ‘Meet and Greet’ pilot programme

The ‘Meet and Greet’ pilot in Castlerea 
involved a prisoner orienting new committals 
to prison life, supporting them to avoid 

16   Community development is about working with groups of people to: help them to develop an analysis of their situation; involve them in 
working together to identify their common needs and issues, and work together to bring about positive change to address the issues.  
It is informed by a set of values of participation, empowerment, equality, and positive change (TPI, 2019b).

conflict and tension, and making them aware 
of the programme and supports available in 
the prison. 

EVALUATION COMMENTARY – PEER SUPPORT 
The impact of commitment from prison staff and management to peer support was 
noted in the evaluation, as was a lack of commitment in some prison environments. 
Peer groups – although mainstreamed in four prisons – experience some obstacles. For 
example, one peer support worker experienced difficulties in accessing information (such 
as access to space to hold meetings, and during the pandemic, difficulties in getting 
contact details of those to provide post-release support to). Engagement with prison 
governors on a regular basis was suggested (e.g., twice or three times per annum). 

https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Peer-Support-toolkit-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Peer-Support-toolkit-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Peer-Support-toolkit-web.pdf
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This work continues to be supported by TPI (the TPI coordinator facilitates a network of 
peer group facilitators and provides technical support to the network and facilitators). 
During the pandemic, the TPI supported the re-structuring of peer support work17, and 
engaged other organisations (Traveller Counselling Service, Exchange House, Parish of 
the Travelling People) in the process.

The TPI Coordinator and IPS have been progressing plans for developing referral 
pathways and protocols between the peer support function and IASIO services.

Peer supports are not available in all prison sites, but Traveller Pride events, also peer-
based, do take place in most prisons. The involvement of Traveller prisoners in designing 
and supporting Pride events is fundamental to their success. 

Commitment from prison staff is essential for peer-based activities because of the 
time and support that they take. In relation to a Traveller Pride event in one prison, 
detailed planning started one month before the event, but for the year leading up to it, 
preparation and discussion with the prison itself about the benefit of the event had been 
undertaken. This facilitator or brokerage type of support is provided by the TPI, but is 
often not visible or apparent, and it reinforces the importance of building relationships 
over time, and identifying champions:

The importance of the event had been discussed in the prison and with the prison 
authorities in the year leading up to it. So, there was an awareness and an interest  
and a reassurance that they would be supported in doing it.

This work involves close collaboration with the prison, prisoners, and service 
providers, in particular the school, which often plays a very important role in logistics. 
The TPI relies on these relationships given that it is not on location in the prison. 
Significant commitment is required, even in relation to logistics for arranging planning 
meetings, and security is always a factor. 

The involvement of senior prison staff at these events played an important role, in 
terms of a visible recognition of Traveller culture – and this shows leadership among 
prison staff, as well as acknowledgement and respect of Traveller culture for prisoners:

The input by Governor set an important tone and demonstrated buy-in and support  
for the event, and built confidence. In fact, the commitment of the prison to supporting 
Traveller culture was evident and was critical to the success of the event.

Note: Peer Support is also discussed on page 26-27.

17  Peer support work was restructured under four action areas: 1) Link in with/support prisoners who have been released; 2) Support 
families of prisoners to maintain contact with loved ones; 3) Provide resources to prisoners to help them cope with impact of Covid-19; 
4) Advocate for improved outcomes for Travellers in prison and their families (e.g., early release if appropriate, access to single cells if 
desired, improved access to services in prison ,and contact with families). 
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4.5 Action area 5: Sharing the learning of the TPI

This action is concerned with ensuring that the 
process, outcomes, and learning points from 
the TPI is documented and disseminated to key 
stakeholders and decision-makers. Actions include:
• TPI engagement with policymakers 

and senior officials (and elected 
representatives) through its meetings 
with officials, submissions to central 
government and agencies, presentations 
to elected representatives (at Oireachtas 
Committees), and presentations at 
international and national events. 

• Relationships developed with senior 
officials in the IPS and PS to secure their 
buy-in and advance the work of the TPI 
(and their contribution at TPI events and 
publications and events).

• The TPI National Conference in October 
2017. The work of the TPI has also been 
promoted by the TPI’s participation at 
international conferences and events. 

• The TPI hosting a network of Traveller 
organisations: in November 2019, a 
networking and information - sharing 
event was held with Traveller organisations 
attended by 35 individuals including 
representatives from 11 Traveller 
representative organisations. 

• TPI has published and disseminated a 
wide range of materials including research, 
toolkits and briefing papers undertaken 
under Action 1 and six newsletters 
produced under Action 2 (see ‘TPI 
publications’ in Appendices).

EVALUATION COMMENTARY 
The relationships that the TPI has developed with key stakeholders that have become 
champions for its work was noted. For example, the TPI National Conference in 2017 was 
referenced as a powerful reflection of this approach. The Director General of the IPS and 
Director of the PS spoke at this event, they shared a platform with Travellers with direct 
experience of the criminal justice system, and participated in a frank and open discussion 
about different perspectives.

The TPI relies on Traveller organisations to communicate much of the learning with the 
wider Traveller community. However, Traveller organisations are under-resourced to take on 
an additional area of work such as Travellers in the criminal justice system. The TPI takes a 
pragmatic approach and develops its resources on the criminal justice element in resources 
but which are also relevant to other areas of work that Traveller organisations are involved 
in. For example, in relation to employment, ‘they can apply the learning from the TPI initiatives 
to their own work – for example, we developed a resource on positive action in employment for 
Travellers. While this resource was developed with Travellers in the criminal justice system in 
mind, it can benefit all Travellers – we have to make sure that we don’t work in ‘silos’.’

The accessibility of materials produced by the TPI (e.g., Summary Strategic Plan (TPI, 2019c) 
on SSGT’s website was also highlighted as a positive. The point was made that prison staff 
may not be aware of much of the work of the TPI. One senior prison officer noted the need 
for continuous promotion and engagement with staff, arising from ongoing staff turnover, 
and that a range of tools, including audio-visual methods, could be used to describe the work 
and supports offered through TPI initiatives in prisons (including peer support).
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5.1 Decision-making structures: the steering group

The TPI coordinator reports to SSGT’s 
Executive Director, but the work of the TPI 
is guided by its steering group which meets 
quarterly. In addition to advising on the work 
programme, the steering group has provided a 
forum for new relationships and high levels of 
trust and cooperation were noted: 

It has provided insight on how the broader 
community sector works … we have these 
new relationships that we would not have, 
were it not for the TPI.

There is respect in the room – nothing is 
committed to which cannot be committed 
to – there is a good level of trust there,  
and I would not always have seen that in 
my work.

I am always impressed by how responsive 
the [membership] is – sometimes, in other 
projects, people can adopt a reactionary 
approach but this does not happen with 
TPI – it is very responsive.

This does not mean that the TPI does not 
challenge steering group members when 
required:

It challenges but does so respectfully  
and professionally.

Organisations have gained an insight into 
the IPS (as well as the PS) and an enhanced 
understanding of the limitations and 
constraints of different functions within a 
criminal justice context:

People are seeing things from a different 
perspective – the distinction between 
care and rehabilitation and security 
considerations has been very informative. 
I would not have had that understanding 
before.

The dynamic of the steering group was 
attributed by some to the community work 
approach adopted by the coordinator of the 
TPI insofar as it supports staff to navigate the 
change process within their own institutions. 
This is believed to facilitate trust, openness, 
and constructive dialogue. 

There is a really positive dynamic and 
issues are teased out and discussed. This 
does not happen by accident. I feel that 
it reflected a community work approach 
which sought to bring about positive 
change by working with everyone around 
that table. It acknowledged everyone’s 
position and the challenges that they face.

When required, prior to each steering group 
meeting, the coordinator engages with 
individual members to brief them and provide 
background on agenda items relating to their 
organisation, to support participation. This 
too was regarded as reflective of a community 
work approach.

In terms of its membership, it was suggested 
that additional Traveller participation, to 
include those who may have had direct 
experience in the criminal justice sector,  
would be a beneficial addition.
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5.2 The approach of the TPI

The TPI advances many of its workplan 
actions through a continuum of action as 
illustrated below. 

It adopts an ‘action research’ type of 
approach, by systematically exploring the 
issues, identifying those who are best 
placed to address these, testing pilots and 
demonstrating results, and negotiating 
mainstreaming and sustainability (seeking 
policy and practice change). 

This systematic approach carefully plans 
work, but is efficient: for example, peer 
support was researched, piloted, evaluated 
and mainstreamed in 2018, less than two 
years after its launch (excepting peer 
support in Wheatfield prison which was 
established in 2014). 

The TPI is multifaceted, and includes a 
combination of frontline work, advocacy, and 
policy work, as well as research and good 
practice, and uses the knowledge gained to 
advocate for change. 

In reality, the model as articulated above does 
not end with mainstreaming. TPI is still a pilot, 
and its initiatives – even those mainstreamed 
by IPS funding – still rely on relationships in 
individual prisons to function effectively. 

Moreover, initiatives require ongoing support 
to enable adaptation, most notably during the 
pandemic. For example, peer groups refocused 
their work to provide supports to those 
released from prison and their families. This 
developmental process is continuing as new 
and formal referral protocols are developed.

Table 5.1  The continuum in action – The example of peer support

STAGE DETAIL

Identify needs, gaps, 
and opportunities 
(needs-based)

• Travellers’ disproportionate experience of isolation in prison 
(Costello, 2014)

• Traveller women acutely impacted by imprisonment (Costello, 
2014)

• Engagement with peer support groups in situ since 2014 
(Meath Travellers Workshop)

• Peer support groups an acknowledged and effective practice in 
prisons

Engage stakeholders 
and build 
relationships 
(collaboration and 
participation)

• Support from individual prison staff (Assistant Governors, 
Governors, and Assistant Chief Officers) have been important 
enablers to the successful establishment of peer support

• Limerick was chosen because Tipperary Rural Traveller Project 
(TRTP) had undertaken some work, and Midlands was selected 
by the IPS as a site. Dóchas was chosen because of the TPI’s 
commitment to women.

• Peer support ‘sold’ as a resource to the prison through 
developing relationships in Limerick, Midlands, Wheatfield, 
Castlerea, and Dóchas prisons.
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STAGE DETAIL

Apply knowledge 
from elsewhere (best 
practice)

The model of peer support is based on existing good practice from 
Traveller organisations in Ireland, the literature, and based on 
community-work approaches.

Establish targeted 
actions - pilots 
(realistic and 
achievable)

• The pilots were supported by the TPI.
• A formative evaluation was commissioned, and this informed 

the development of a toolkit and set of standards for Traveller 
peer support projects in prison. 

Learning from 
pilot results and 
mainstreaming

The mainstreaming of peer groups followed the evaluation and 
the development of standards and a peer support toolkit. Positive 
outcomes of the work include:
• Respect for Traveller culture visibly demonstrated by senior 

prison staff and Governors resulting in increased confidence/
self-esteem of Travellers. 

• Leadership from senior management and Governors believed 
to have impacted positively on attitudes (with senior prison 
officers and management but less so with prison officers).

• Impacts attributed include reduction in the number of Traveller 
men on protection (Limerick); greater engagement with 
Community Return (Limerick); increased confidence and self-
esteem arising from prison authority recognition and meeting 
of group. 

• Ongoing learning is captured through peer group facilitators’ 
network and ongoing support of the TPI as peer group 
experiences vary across prisons.

• The practice of peer support groups is captured and influences 
other services (e.g., prevention and post-release supports 
modelled on peer support approaches in Limerick and 
Midlands).

• Barriers persist: Individual prison regimes can hinder the 
effectiveness of peer support. Ongoing TPI engagement allows 
concerns to be documented and to be raised at steering group 
meetings. 

• TPI supports the development of new referral pathways (with 
IASIO) to support prisoners post release. This should add value 
to each other’s work.

Ongoing review of 
implementation 

While peer support is funded by the IPS, ongoing review and 
support is required for barriers encountered by peer-support 
facilitators throughout the prison estate. 
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6.1 Participation

The TPI’s Strategic Plan (2018-2020) states 
that ‘participation is rooted in the self-
identification of needs and interests, the 
formulation of responses by the community 

or group concerned and is central to their 
ability to continue to influence outcomes’. 
The participation of Travellers is integrated 
into all aspects of the TPI’s work. 

Table 6.1  Traveller participation in the TPI

Steering 
group

• National Traveller organisations are all represented. 
• The Chair of the TPI is a Traveller, representing a national Traveller 

organisation.

Operational 
and 
programme 
delivery

• Peer support (NTWF, MTW, TRTP), peer mediation (TMS), information 
(NTMABS), models of support for Traveller women (NTWF, Traveller 
woman as co-researcher), family support (GTM), training (Pavee Point, TPI 
training co-delivered by a Traveller man who is an ex-prisoner). 

• The TPI facilitated work experience for a Traveller man who is an ex-
prisoner and a Traveller woman whose parent had experience of prison. 

• Actions are participatory in nature (peer support, peer mediation, TWIP 
group, Meet and Greet, and Traveller Pride) delivered with Traveller 
prisoners (men and women). 

Participation 
of prisoners 
in prison 
initiatives

• TWIP group includes the participation of two Traveller women prisoners 
in Dóchas.  

• The Castlerea peer mediation pilot steering group included membership 
of Traveller prisoners.    

• GTM family support work includes narratives of Traveller prisoners in 
Castlerea and their families (which are presented to service providers and 
Traveller activists to review).  

• A prisoner in Shelton Abbey participating in a community employment 
(CE) advises the TPI. He provided insight into prison life during the 
pandemic and advised on advocacy.

Informational 
and 
networking

• TPI engages with family members of prisoners, and with prisoners 
(individual advocacy) and this informs the wider advocacy work of the TPI. 

• TPI hosts a network of Traveller organisations to promote and support 
their work in the criminal justice sector. Their experiences are gathered to 
inform the TPI’s work. 

• Focus groups and workshops on key issues have continued during the 
pandemic: in the absence of TWIP meetings the TPI has hosted workshops 
with Traveller women on a model of support for Traveller women in the 
criminal justice system.
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6.2 Relationship building 

Participation of Traveller prisoners and 
ex-prisoners was noted to have tangible 
benefits for Travellers in prison. This occurred 
largely because  peers are a trusted source 
of information, undertaking a ‘trust and 
translate’ function which supports Travellers’ 
confidence to access prison services. 

Examples of the impact of this cited in 
consultations included a belief that the Meet 
and Greet increased registrations with the 
school in Castlerea; a reduction in conflict 
in Castlerea was attributed by prison staff 
to peer mediation; peer support in Limerick 
was associated with a reduction in the 
numbers of Traveller men on protection (from 

56 to six); and Traveller Pride events were 
noted to have improved the self-esteem 
of prisoners. Participation also involves a 
visible recognition and acknowledgement 
of Travellers and Traveller culture within the 
criminal justice system.

Opportunities for further participation were 
noted in the consultations: specifically in 
relation to Travellers who are ex-prisoners 
who could contribute to the steering group, 
and also for the TPI to secure resources to 
employ a Traveller in the delivery of its work: 
this was expressed also in the context of 
limited project resources (where the sole 
employee is a part-time coordinator). 

The TPI states that ‘effecting changes in 
Travellers’ experience of prison requires 
partnership and co-operation between a range 
of individuals and groups, including Travellers, 
the prison services, probation service, in-
reach services, and Traveller representative 
organisations… Unless relationships are 
effectively fostered and developed, change 
is not likely to be successfully achieved or 
sustained’ (TPI, 2018).

Building relationships enables partners to 
examine their practice and the barriers to 
change within their organisations in a ‘safe 
space’, which also enables institutional 
barriers experienced by partners to be 
understood and acknowledged. A problem-
solving and technical support role is offered: 
new solutions can be progressed, and 
strong levels of trust were identified in the 
consultation process. For example, one 
prison staff member made the point that the 
TPI helped to overcome practical difficulties 
that present in a prison environment (in 
part, by facilitating engagement between 

prison staff and prisoners, which can present 
institutional difficulties, given the complexity 
of the care and custodian roles). 

Relationships developed with senior 
management and their visibility at TPI events, 
such as the Director General of the IPS 
and Director of the PS at the TPI national 
conference in 2017, were regarded as key 
primers for the project. However, there can 
be a risk that the TPI loses influence when 
individuals move on from their roles. 

If a person transfers or gets promoted, they 
have to start building these relationships 
again from the start…We need to get better 
at formalising those relationships. 

Relationships thus need to be continuously 
developed and maintained. While the point 
was made that the TPI ‘punches above its 
weight’ and has secured changes in what is 
an area with many competing demands, this 
needs constant work. 
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During the COVID-19 crisis, the TPI 
developed new relationships with national 
(including non-Traveller-specific) advocacy 
organisations to ensure that the impact of  the 
pandemic on Travellers in prison was placed on 
the agenda and became a mainstream issue. 
The TPI and the NTWF placed key advocacy 
concerns on the agenda of the NWCI and 
the IPRT. This also adds value to the work 
of these organisations, as the TPI provides 
valuable information on what the situation is 
‘on the ground’ to partner organisations, and 
so supports their advocacy work. This was 
acknowledged in the evaluation consultations.

The consultations acknowledged that the TPI 
has facilitated and brokered new cooperation 
at different operational and strategic levels. 
New relationships have been facilitated at 
various levels:

• Criminal justice system advocacy 
organisations, such as the IPRT, have a 
closer working relationship with the wider 
community sector 

• Traveller organisations have a better 
understanding of the criminal justice 
system

• TPI has built new relationships with 
organisations and functions such as 
NTMABS, Office of the Inspector of 
Prisons, Tusla, ETB, Social Enterprise 
Project Manager for the IPS/PS, and 
supports them to account for Travellers in 
the criminal justice system in their work.  

The point was made that the community 
development principles that are applied in 
the steering group supports change within 
organisations, and thereby fosters greater 
cooperation by creating a safe space. 

We have allies across all levels and they 
advocate internally for our work.

Still, there is a challenge that persists in effecting 
change at operational level, particularly at prison 
level with individual governors, and there was 
an acknowledgement that the priority for the 
next phase of the TPI was to formalise the 
changes that have taken place. 

We need to formalise the achievements now.

For some, the relationships at operational 
(prison) level had weakened, mainly due to 
a perceived focus on security rather than 
rehabilitation by new regimes. The point 
was made that there is a need for meetings 
with governors, perhaps two or three times 
per year, to advance cooperation or identify 
barriers to it.  

The TPI has helped us to be sensitive to the 
needs of Travellers... we now have a strategic 
objective to improve the services for Travellers 
in prison. 

The TPI has been successful in changing 
attitudes, getting buy-in, changing mindsets. 

6.3 Gender dimension

The gender dimension has been articulated 
throughout the report, and in particular 
in section 4.1. All actions and strategies 
are proofed according to their gender 
impact. The gender dimension is evident 

not only in actions but in the principles of 
relationship-building and participation. As an 
underpinning principle, the value of gender 
equality is articulated throughout the work 
and strategic actions of the TPI. 
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7.1 The model of the TPI

The TPI is broad in its scope of work: it 
undertakes research, develops responses 
to issues, pilots initiatives, evaluates them, 
and seeks their mainstreaming. Its approach 
benefits from the systematic approach of 
SSGT as a funder and grant maker, which 
involves a strong emphasis on monitoring, 
evaluation, capturing learning and applying it. 
Accordingly, the TPI’s approach is evidence-
based and systematic. 

The continuum in the TPI model is not only 
systematic in this way but, in so doing, 
it draws in partners in a supportive and 
incremental way. The term ‘systematic’ was 
regularly used to describe the approach of the 
TPI in the evaluation. 

The model of the TPI also involves frontline 
and advocacy work on behalf of individuals 
and their families, in addition to other direct 
work in prisons. This work supports and 
legitimises the broader work of TPI and 
supports the work of other organisations: 

The frontline perspective is particularly 
relevant in bringing issues to our 
attention… the blended approach is 
important… as it can escalate issues to 
where they need to be placed…

The advocacy work of the TPI takes place at 
all levels: every role that the TPI engages with 
is believed to have a part to play in advancing 
the issues for Travellers – they can all become 
a champion. However, TPI is also aware that 
being held to account can motivate people 

to action and is prepared to escalate issues 
and advocate at a higher level and has done 
so. For example, the TPI has advocated with 
elected representatives and legislators.  

This advocacy work has been supported by 
its frontline work, and the ‘intelligence’ that 
it has generated. This has not only been used 
in its own advocacy efforts but the advocacy 
efforts of others:

Anne has brought issues to my attention 
that we might not have been aware of 
and that provides us with additional 
intelligence, it is of assistance to us…

Anne is very good with linking in with 
people and having the connections with 
people in the community and in the prison.

The TPI could consider documenting the 
issues experienced in a standalone annual 
report. 

TPI should capture the issues and needs 
of family members and document these. 
They are very important for other advocacy 
and policy-related organisations and they 
legitimise the issues articulated by the 
project.

The work of the TPI is extensive and 
significant: the complexities and scale of the 
prison and probation systems (and wider 
services) impose a broad reach on the TPI. 
However, as a small initiative, it is strategic 
in how it engages with a wide range of 
stakeholders to advance its objectives and 
expand their scope of work. 
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7.2  How the TPI has achieved change and influence  
with organisations

The evaluation has considered how the TPI 
has worked with organisations in achieving 
change, at individual and institutional 
(policy) levels.

At individual practitioner level, change 
that has arisen includes an increased 
recognition and understanding of the issues 
and challenges faced by Travellers and an 
understanding of the importance of providing 
services in a way that is culturally appropriate.   

The TPI has helped us to reflect on our 
practice and our work. We have become far 
more aware of our need to consider how we 
engage with Travellers and how we reflect 
their needs.

The participation of Travellers, including 
those with experience of imprisonment or 
convictions, was noted as a contribution to 
this increased understanding and recognition:

…working with Anne has been about giving 
insight… and what has been important has 
been the involvement of Travellers with 
recent experience of the criminal justice 
system in this training.

The community work approach of the TPI was 
noted. This has meant working closely with 
partners in supporting them to bring about 
change. This can happen incrementally, and 
within a safe space: 

TPI adopted an approach of working with 
us in bringing about change. In many ways, 
we were able to say, ‘I am not sure how to 
do this’ I was not afraid to ask questions. 

This presupposes that organisations will be 
open to this change:

Yes, it does … but the TPI uses argument, 
persuasion, and discussion about the need 
for change. It did challenge us when it 
needed to, but it never sought to ambush us 
or shame us. 

This approach has been likened to a technical 
support role of the TPI:

The point was made that equality 
requires skills. The training given to staff 
in equality and diversity acknowledged 
that this is something that needs 
planning, support, and action. This was 
reassuring to us because we were offered 
the support in doing this. 

The approach relates back to the rationale for 
the TPI: if there is an open commitment on 
behalf of all relevant stakeholders to jointly 
develop and implement responses, and to 
use the results and learning to effect change, 
then there will be longer-term benefits 
for Travellers in prison, their prospects for 
reoffending, their families, their communities 
and society generally. 

If this commitment is demonstrated by 
stakeholders, and the desire for change is 
evidenced through collaboration and joint 
working, these efforts are supported by the 
TPI. This practice of support is also discussed 
in relation to the steering group in section 5.1.

The TPI is fundamentally about institutional 
and policy change. According to Young and 
Quinn (2012), this involves the building of 
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momentum and support behind the proposed 
policy idea or recommendation. Trying to 
make a change at institutional level is usually 
a relatively slow process as changing attitudes 
and positions requires ongoing engagement, 
discussion, argument, and negotiation. This is 
evidenced in the approach of the TPI, which 
acknowledges the potential for change at all 
levels in an organisation: 

Everyone has a role, everyone can contribute 
to the change, no matter how small, but 
everyone may also encounter barriers, 
regardless of how committed they are.

In this way, the TPI adopts a strong inclusion 
approach to its work, by giving all those 
involved in its work the opportunity, whatever 
their background or abilities, to actively 
challenge discrimination. This builds a strong 
base of allies.  

The TPI is also aware of where difficulties can 
arise for institutions and for staff in advocating 
for change. 

Sometimes in creating spaces for change, 
we need to support risk-taking. We 
can do this by absorbing the risks – if 
something doesn’t work, we are not a 
criminal justice body, so we can take the 
risk, as the implications for failure are not 
so great for us.18

Implicit in this approach is the acceptance that 
prisons are places of incarceration, and security 
is the first priority. This is not disputed, and 
the barriers that arise from it are approached 
with logic and problem-solving approaches. 

This can manifest itself in the TPI adopting 
a brokerage and facilitator-type role. One 
prison staff member made the point that the 
practical difficulties that present in a prison 
environment were understood by the TPI: 

Anne is very powerful, a very strong voice 
and presence and opened the door for us.  
It can be difficult for the prison institution 
to negotiate with prisoners. The 
relationship between care and custodian 
presents difficulties for us… the TPI 
acknowledged this reality and articulated 
the issues in an independent, trusted 
manner.

Its community work approach of supporting 
participation also goes hand-in-hand 
with seeking policy change: with the TPI, 
supporting participation occurs at all 
levels, including supporting policymakers 
to participate in the process of change and 
advocacy:

It is about briefing people, preparing 
people at all levels of involvement in the 
project. When we made our Oireachtas 
presentation, it took over two hours. But 
the briefing, the preparation, the behind-
the-scenes work with our allies on that 
committee to maximise the outcomes for 
us took many more hours. Everyone was 
briefed individually… The questions, the 
discussions, the probing that took place in 
the session after our presentation was as 
important as the presentation itself. 

18  The TPI not only creates the space for criminal justice bodies, but also facilitates non-state organisations to engage with the state and 
develop working relationships which are mediated, and which may not normally take place outside of the TPI. This is discussed above, 
under the steering group.
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The engagement of the TPI with staff at 
various levels across organisations reflects 
the principles of participation as well as 
relationship-building. 

TPI has formed successful collaborations and 
relationships with staff at all levels within 
its partner organisations, including senior 
managers in the IPS and PS, those with 
operational oversight, trainers, educators, 
prison and probation staff, and others. 

This reflects a keen understanding by the 
TPI of the role of leadership at senior level 
as well as the importance of ownership of 
change across all levels of an organisation. 
The combination of change management 
approaches (which aim to secure buy-in and 
accept the reality of resistance to change at 
operational level) with human rights-based 
approaches (which emphasise accountability 
and senior management leadership) is evident. 

Individuals at all levels have become important 
agents in advocating for institutional change 
and this buy-in was clear in the evaluation 
consultations, and TPI partners demonstrate 
a strong ownership of its actions. The TPI 
strategic plans place the leadership and 
responsibility for implementing actions in the 
hands of its partners, even though many are 
mediated, supported, and brokered by the 
TPI coordinator. This has implications for the 
visibility of the TPI, which is discussed below. 

However, this approach is not always 
straightforward. If the TPI builds trust and 
alliances throughout an organisation which is 
delivering change, it also needs to challenge 
and confront barriers when progress or change 
is not evident. 

Young and Quinn (2012) note that policy 
advocacy work can involve being publicly 
critical of powerful people and institutions. 

This can present risks to the organisation. The 
risk to TPI is that the trusting relationships 
can be damaged by challenging or pursuing 
advocacy work. There is also the funding 
relationship with the IPS and PS, which 
could potentially present difficulties when 
undertaking advocacy work. The TPI navigates 
these risks carefully and acknowledges the 
balancing that needs to take place. 

On the one hand, you need to protect 
relationships. On the other, you need to 
challenge organisations and individuals in 
order to make change happen. We need 
to always be aware of the outcome we 
are hoping to achieve, and the need to be 
strategic. 

I struggle with the fact that we scream 
from the rooftops on other issues such as 
health and accommodation, but we can’t 
with [specific issues affecting prisoners 
]… they don’t want us to, because they 
fear a backlash. But we have to protect 
the prisoners, it takes a bit of juggling and 
finding other ways.

Timing is important, as is gaining a detailed 
knowledge and understanding of how policy 
is made and where the power lies. And while 
allies within organisations may not be in a 
position to support advocacy work directly, 
they can inform the TPI about how and where 
to challenge and to target advocacy actions, in 
a non-public way. 

Sometimes, the frustrations we encounter 
with institutions are shared by our allies [in 
these institutions]. Because they trust us, 
they can give us insight into how we may be 
able to address these. They know that we 
will not compromise or expose them when 
we act on this information. 
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The point was repeatedly made in consultations 
that there are many competing interests within 
the criminal justice system, and that there 
is a crowded platform, but that the TPI has 
continuously achieved strong outcomes:

It has managed to keep issues on the 
agenda in a way that others could not. 

It’s a small initiative and the bang for its 
buck is excellent. 

It punches way above its weight.

Where challenges arise, the campaigning and 
advocacy work is directed at a higher level, 
and sometimes this is done through third 
parties, e.g., politicians.

Advocacy work is also directed at potential 
solutions. These acknowledge the barriers and 
obstacles, while focusing on what is possible 
to achieve. 

It has to be based on workable solutions… 
there is no point presenting academic 
solutions that are based on unreal 
situations… there must be follow-through.

The evidence-based nature of these solutions 
(for example, drawn from other jurisdictions 
and sectors) strengthens these solution-based 
advocacy actions. 

7.3  The impact of the TPI

The TPI’s theory of change asserts that the 
outcomes will give rise to the long-term 
impact of changes in policy and practice which 
will have a positive influence on Travellers 
in prison, their families, and communities. 
The evaluation and its consultations have 
identified a number of key themes in relation 
to progress. They include:

• A greater awareness among all 
stakeholders of the importance of data 
gathering on ethnicity.

• Travellers with experience of the criminal 
justice system reported on how initiatives 
such as peer-based actions (e.g., peer 
support, peer mediation and Traveller Pride 
events) have built confidence and raised 
expectations among Travellers.  

• Greater capacity of Traveller representative 
organisations to deliver support to 
Travellers post-release and families of 
Travellers in prison. 

Wider impacts
The TPI makes links between the criminal 
justice system and the structural inequalities 
that Travellers encounter – this means that its 
work is relevant to many wider agencies and 
advocacy groups. Its initiatives demonstrate 
this: for example, issues as they affect 
employment, family support, gender-related 
matters, and the capacity to implement 
change within organisations provides 
important learning. 

The impact of having an ethnic identifier 
which provides clear data was highlighted:

No longer will we be talking about issues 
that are anecdotal – concrete data will drive 
change and responses within the prisons… 
we will be able to stand over our work.
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For prisoners
According to the TPI’s Strategic Plan 2018-
2020, the outcome will include ‘Travellers’ 
self-esteem, confidence and empowerment 
enhanced as a result of Traveller culture and 
identity respected and resourced throughout 
the prison estate’. This was acknowledged as 
part of this evaluation: 

From what I hear, I think that most of 
all, the work of the TPI has empowered 
Travellers in prison to be able to come 
forward and talk about their ethnicity and 
their experience.

Part of this impact was due to issues of 
identity and Traveller culture being recognised 
within the prison establishment:

The Traveller Pride events and the positive 
stuff about Traveller women [activists] 
meant a lot to the women: to be able to see 
other Traveller women who have achieved, 
and seeing settled women acknowledge 
Traveller culture – some of the feedback was 
that it was new to them, and that it helped 
them to look at things differently.

According to one ex-prisoner:

People’s experience of authority and power 
has been negative, but [support for Traveller 
Pride] has provided prisoners with positive 
experiences of people in power – they are 
acknowledged, they are represented. 

However, the acknowledgement was not 
universal within the prison institution:

Normally, you are conscious of your identity – 
but especially in prison. Sometimes you would 
see [prison management] taking an interest 
and maybe their attitudes changing. Some 
interest in management but not officers.

During the pandemic, the materials and DVD19 
collated by the peer support group facilitators 
for prisoners was noted:

…It lets you know that people are still 
thinking of you…

To hear that we are not forgotten, someone 
is thinking about us is huge.

The impact of peer support work was noted: 
it was reported that the number of men on 
restricted regimes in Limerick reduced from in 
the course of the peer support work there. An 
increased number of Traveller men engaging 
in the Community Return scheme was also 
attributed to peer support work there.

As stated above, in the view of a senior 
prison officer in Castlerea, the peer mediation 
programme has had a discernible and positive 
impact on reducing the levels of conflict in the 
prison environment. 

However, as stated in this evaluation and in 
other contexts, post-release opportunities 
for Travellers in prison are key to sustaining 
impacts. According to one Traveller man in 
prison:20

Lads can make good progress in prison 
dealing with their issues but, if they have 
no structure when released, the chances of 
them returning to prison are higher. 

19  The TPI produced a DVD with messages of hope from Traveller activists and artists, for Travellers in prison during the COVID-19 
pandemic when prison visits were restricted. 

20  Extract from networking event held for Traveller organisations by the TPI, November 2019.
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The same Traveller man in prison referred 
to the vicious cycle of generations of 
families going to prison. He is convinced 
that if Travellers leaving prison were 
supported, for example, through CE 
schemes, educational, employment, or 
through issues they might have, this could 
break the negative cycle of ‘sons following 
their fathers into prison’.  This support 
would ‘give Travellers a better opportunity to 
turn their lives around and break the vicious 
cycle of coming in and out of prison’.21

The point was reiterated by Michael 
McDonagh (Meath Travellers Workshop) 
at a TPI networking event for Traveller 
organisations in 2019, who spoke about the 
importance of Travellers’ employment as 
prison officers, social workers, teachers, and 
other roles: 

 21  Extract from networking event held for Traveller organisations by the TPI, November 2019.

We need to mainstream Traveller 
employment in the IPS – there are two 
prison officers at the moment and only one 
(publicly) identifies as a Traveller. We need 
to reach the stage that Travellers are part of 
the prison staff – this impacts on behaviour 
– the rest of them will be less likely to use 
language like “Knacker” if their colleagues 
are Travellers - and once behaviour has 
changed, attitudes will change too. 

It is important that Travellers are supported 
in the recruitment process for these types 
of positions: last year, we know that five 
Travellers applied, but none got through the 
initial aptitude tests. 

The area of employment for Travellers who 
have experience of the criminal justice system 
and positive action measures for Travellers’ 
employment is one of the areas that the TPI 
will focus on in future work. 
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Organisational 

1. Consider gaining the expertise of a 
Traveller man or woman with experience of 
the criminal justice system to participate 
on the steering group.

2. The TPI should remain an operational 
programme of SSGT. 

Future areas of work

3. The TPI should focus on post-release 
work, family support, and the model of 
support for Traveller women. It should also 
advocate on labour market issues (positive 
action measures).

4. The TPI could explore the issues affecting 
young Travellers who are incarcerated, 
and advocate for responses to meet these 
needs. This may be in collaboration with a 
Traveller organisation.

5. Post-pandemic, more resources will be 
required by the TPI to carry out its work 
and to have a greater presence across 
prisons. The TPI should seek resources for 
an additional staff member, who should 
be a Traveller, ideally with criminal justice 
system experience. The employee could 
work with Traveller organisations, deliver 
training, and inform the TPI’s work based 
on their own experiences.

6. Explore Continued Professional 
Development (CPD) accreditation for 
equality and diversity training provided to 
PS staff. 

The TPI name

7. The TPI’s name should change to reflect its 
wider criminal justice system work. 

Publicity

8. As the TPI often takes a facilitative and 
enabling role, its visibility can be low. A 
communications and awareness strategy 
targeting all TPI audiences should be 
developed. 

Joint publication of the Ethnic  
identifier data

9. Drawing on the ethnic identifier data, 
a series of publications should be 
planned around specific themes (e.g., 
participation in education, status in terms 
of prison regimes). These should be joint 
publications (by the TPI and IPS and PS). 

Formalising work and outcomes  
of the TPI 

10. In formalising relationships between the 
TPI initiatives and prison sites, the TPI 
should seek regular meetings between 
peer support groups, prison governors, and 
TPI to discuss implementation issues. 

Public Sector Equality and Human Rights 
Duty and naming of Travellers

11. The Public Sector Duty could be an 
important tool for progressing the TPI’s 
work. Briefings on how this duty could be 
met by the criminal justice sector, with a 
focus on Travellers, should be developed. 

12. The TPI should advocate for Travellers to 
be named in future strategic or operational 
plans of the IPS and PS. 
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Data gathering and publications

13. A follow-up to the baseline exercise with 
teachers in 2017 in Dublin prisons should 
be undertaken.

14. A baseline with teachers in prisons outside 
of Dublin to measure attitudes should take 
place.

15. Data on advocacy issues identified by 
family members and prisoners should be 
recorded. 

16. The TPI should publish standalone annual 
reports to highlight its activities and 
outcomes. 

17. A series of short briefing papers targeting 
the criminal justice sector22 and wider 
audiences to disseminate the knowledge of 
the TPI should be produced.  

18. Undertake a statistical analysis on the 
likelihood of imprisonment for Travellers 
as compared to other groups experiencing 
socio-economic disadvantage.23 

19. Map service delivery within the prison 
estate, which would also highlight the 
differences across the prisons and gaps in 
delivery. 

22  E.g., to include the Courts Services, Department of Public Prosecutions, etc.
23  This could draw on other studies undertaken including O’Donnell et al. (2007) who reported that prisoners are 23 times more likely to 

come from (and return to) a seriously deprived area, compared to the least deprived areas. 
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APPENDIX 1 TPI PUBLICATIONS 

Below is a list of all publications produced 
by the TPI, all of which are available on the 
SSGT website www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-
reports

Each of the publications below can be 
accessed by clicking on the hyperlink 
associated with the publication.

Reports and toolkits

Towards Developing a Strategy for Travellers in 
Prison (2016, SSGT)

Travellers in Prison Initiative National 
Conference Report 2017

Hearing their Voices, Traveller Women in 
Prison (2017, Rachel Doyle)

MTCMI, Peer Mediation Pilot Initiative in 
Castlerea Prison Evaluation Report (May 2017, 
Tanya Lalor)

Ethnic Identifiers in Irish Prisons, Context 
and recommended practice for improving 
data collection on Travellers and minority 
ethnic groups in Irish Prisons (March 2017, 
Tanya Lalor) 

TPI Peer Support toolkit 2019 (Grainne 
O’Toole)

National Traveller MABS Financial Advice for 
Travellers with a family member in prison 2019

National Traveller MABS Financial Advice 
leaflet 2019

Working it Out Positive Action Measures 
Report 2021 (Tanya Lalor)

Briefing papers

Working it Out Positive Action Measures 
Briefing Paper 2021

TPI Briefing Paper Nov 2019: the over-
representation of minority ethnic groups in 
prison

TPI newsletters

TPI Newsletter Issue 1: December 2015

TPI Newsletter Issue 2: April 2016

TPI Newsletter Issue 3: November 2016

TPI Newsletter Issue 4: June 2017

TPI Newsletter Issue 5: April 2018

TPI Newsletter Issue 6: Jan 2020

https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Developing-a-Strategy-2016.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Developing-a-Strategy-2016.pdf%20
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/TPI-Conference-Report.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/TPI-Conference-Report.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Hearing-their-Voices-Traveller-Women-in-Prison.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Hearing-their-Voices-Traveller-Women-in-Prison.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/MTCMI-Peer-Mediation-Pilot-Initiative-Book-v4.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/MTCMI-Peer-Mediation-Pilot-Initiative-Book-v4.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/MTCMI-Peer-Mediation-Pilot-Initiative-Book-v4.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/TPI-Ethnic-Identifiers-in-Irish-Prisons-Book.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/TPI-Ethnic-Identifiers-in-Irish-Prisons-Book.pdf
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https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/TPI-Ethnic-Identifiers-in-Irish-Prisons-Book.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Peer-Support-toolkit-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/TPI-Peer-Support-toolkit-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/NTMABS-Financial-Advice-TPI-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/NTMABS-Financial-Advice-TPI-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/NTMABS-Financial-Advice-leaflet-TPI-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/NTMABS-Financial-Advice-leaflet-TPI-web.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-report.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-report.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-Briefing-Sheet.pdf
https://www.ssgt.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Working-it-Out-Briefing-Sheet.pdf
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