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Foreword 

The St Stephen’s Green Trust’s Travellers in Prison Initiative (TPI) organised an event for Traveller 

organisations to facilitate information sharing and discussion on the issues affecting Travellers in 

prison (& post-release) and their families and to outline the work that the TPI and Traveller 

organisations working with prisoners and ex-prisoners are engaged in.  

The full day event took place on the 26
th

 November at the Carmichael Centre in Dublin. Staff from a 

number of Citizen Information Centres also attended as they too play a key role in supporting 

Travellers in prison and their families.  

Maria Joyce (TPI Chairperson) opened the event by welcoming the large number of participants 

from all over the country and proceeded to outline the format and agenda for the day. She also 

presented a briefing paper developed by the TPI which sought to explain the over-representation 

of Travellers in prison in the context of other indigenous/minority ethnic groups.  

The peer-support workers from various Traveller organisations provided an overview of the 

development of peer-support work with Travellers in prison and highlighted particular issues for 

Traveller women in prison. The peer- support workers have worked collectively to produce a toolkit 

for peer-support and standards to guide the work. The TPI was delighted to officially launch this 

useful resource at the event and it is available at https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/.  

Representatives from the City of Dublin Education and Training Board (CBETB) and the Traveller 

Mediation Service tracked their experiences of working with the TPI and Travellers in prison and 

presented some very impressive outcomes.  

Michael and Nell McDonagh of Meath Travellers’ Workshop talked about the need for Traveller 

organisations and other stakeholders to work together to address a number of emerging issues, 

such as the support needs of young Travellers at risk of imprisonment, and support for families of 

Travellers in prison. They also spoke about the need to promote and support employment 

opportunities for Travellers within the prison service.  

Participants then broke into small groups to reflect on the issues raised and to consider how 

Traveller organisations and the TPI should address them.  

The meeting concluded with the launch of two documents produced by National Traveller MABS in 

collaboration with TPI, the Citizens Information Board and the Irish Prison Service. These 

publications are produced for Travellers with a family member in prison. All of the publications are 

available at https://www.ntmabs.org/all-publications and www.ssgt.ie/resources   

The TPI is very grateful to all the presenters and the attendees for their enthusiastic engagement on 

the day and their interest in working collectively to address the issues for Travellers in prison and 

their families and to ultimately reduce the likelihood of imprisonment. TPI are committed to 

organising future networking events to facilitate this.  

 

Anne Costello 

Coordinator, TPI  

https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/
https://www.ntmabs.org/all-publications
http://www.ssgt.ie/resources
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1. Welcome and introduction  

Maria Joyce, Coordinator National Traveller Women’s Forum 

Maria is the chair of the TPI Steering Group, and introduced the context for the event.  

 

The over-representation of Travellers and other minority ethnic groups 

in prisons 

It is now widely acknowledged that Travellers are significantly over-

represented within the prison system. Although only accounting for 0.7% of 

population in the Republic of Ireland, Travellers account for an estimated 10% 

of the entire prison population and 15% of the female prison population 

(based on a census of Travellers in prison undertaken by the Irish Prison 

Service in November and December 2018).  

Maria cited a Briefing Paper completed by the TPI. This paper notes how this over-representation is 

not unique to Ireland; the same trend amongst Indigenous and minority ethnic groups in other 

countries, including New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and England & Wales. The statistics reveal that 

the over-representation is increasing and is – in some instances – almost double that of ten years 

ago. They are even more acute for Indigenous women, and for juveniles.  

 

Reasons 

International research has identified some of the causes leading to high levels of imprisonment of 

indigenous groups and ethnic minorities. These were outlined by Maria as including the following: 

Effects of 

colonisation 

 The legacy of stripping indigenous people of their land, their culture, laws and 

customs, language and customs (forced assimilation)
1
 

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

 Denial of identity 

Effects of poverty 

and exclusion
2
 

 High levels of unemployment (intergenerational unemployment) 

 Lack of access to housing, and to land for housing 

 Educational disadvantage and low education attainment 

 Poor health  

 Mental health problems  

                                                   
1 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) (1991) 
2 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) (1991) 

Country Group % total 
pop 

% prison 
pop 

% of ethnic 
pop in prison 

% female 
prison pop 

% juvenile 
prison pop 

New Zealand Maori 12.5% 51% 3% 56% 61.2% 

Australia Indigenous 2.8% 27% 3% 34% 51% 

England & 
Wales 

Black/Black 
British 

3.3% 13% 0. 6% 8% 47% 

Canada Indigenous 4% 28% 0.9% 43% 47% male 
60% female 

Ireland Travellers 0.7% 10% 3% 15% 19% 
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Discrimination and 
oppression 

 Description in media as criminals
3
 

 A justice system with conscious and unconscious racism
4
 

 Effects of oppression and lifestyle issues: including addiction, use of alcohol 

and other drugs
5
 

Gender dimension  Indigenous women in prison are more likely to have experienced physical and 

sexual violence, struggle with housing insecurity, poverty, mental illness, 

disability and the effects of trauma.
 6
 

Early years’ 
experience 

 Removal of children from their homes, families and culture and placing them 

in institutional care and resulting traumatic experiences
7
  

 Indigenous children are more likely to have a disability, experience family 

violence, drop out of education, have mental health issues and thoughts of 

suicide, and are more likely to be in foster care or institutions.  

Results of the prison census – November 2018 

One of the key objectives of the TPI is to build the knowledge base of the situation and experience 

of Travellers in Irish prisons – and to ensure that there is accurate data through the introduction of 

an ‘ethnic identifier’. As part of this work, the IPS carried out a census across Irish prisons in 

November 2018. This work was supported by the TPI.  

The results are outlined below.  

Table 1.1  Results of the census of prisons (November 2018) 

 Limerick Wheatfield Shelton 

Abbey 

Arbour 

Hill 

Cloverhill Cork Loughan 

House 

Midlands Mountjoy Portlaoise Castlerea Dóchas Total 

Traveller 

numbers 

after 

census 

32 42 6 8 32 36 3 66 58 16 95 20 414 

The prison census tells us that  

 The number of prisoners identified as Travellers before the census was 217  

 The number of prisoners identified as Travellers after the census was 414 

 That represents an increase of over 90%  

 The number of Roma after the census was 24  

  

                                                   
3 Action Station (2018) They’re Our Whanau: A community powered and collaborative research report on Maori perspectives of 
New Zealand’s justice system. Action Station. Available online https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/theyre-our-
whanau-maori-perspectives-of-nzs-justice-system/  
4 Action Station (2018) They’re Our Whanau, Op Cit 
5 1991, the (Australian) Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC). 
6 Human Rights Law Centre and Change the Record Coalition (2017) Over-represented and overlooked: the crisis of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women’s growing over-imprisonment; ALRC (2018): Pathways to Justice–Inquiry into the 
Incarceration Rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. ALRC report No. 133.  Available online 
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/pathways-to-justice-inquiry-into-the-incarceration-rate-of-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-
islander-peoples-alrc-report-133/  
7 Robert Henry of the University of Calgary, and ALRC (2018) Op Cit 

https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/theyre-our-whanau-maori-perspectives-of-nzs-justice-system/
https://e-tangata.co.nz/comment-and-analysis/theyre-our-whanau-maori-perspectives-of-nzs-justice-system/
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/pathways-to-justice-inquiry-into-the-incarceration-rate-of-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples-alrc-report-133/
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/pathways-to-justice-inquiry-into-the-incarceration-rate-of-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples-alrc-report-133/
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The introduction of an ethnic identifier now means that all prisoners are asked about their ethnicity 

once committed to prison, and the question used is the one used in the national population census.  

However, this is just the first step. We now must do the following:  

 Analyse and monitor the data 

 Address any discrepancies and disproportionate outcomes for Travellers in the prison 

system 

We must also compare the situation of Travellers with the non-Traveller prison population in 

relation to the following: 

 Sentencing (types of crimes and comparative sentences) 

 Access to services such as education, counselling, training 

 Incentivised regimes
8
 

 Temporary release for Community return
9
 or Community Support Scheme

10
 

 Recidivism 

 Age profile etc 

This will be the focus for the next stage of the data collection and monitoring process. 

                                                   
8 According to the IPS, the Incentivised Regimes Programme provides for a differentiation of privileges between prisoners 
according to their level of engagement with services and quality of behaviour. The objective is to provide tangible incentives to 
prisoners to participate in structured activities and to reinforce good behaviour, leading to a safer and more secure 
environment. There are three levels of regime – basic, standard and enhanced, with different privileges associated with each 
regime level. All prisoners enter the system at standard regime level and have the opportunity to become eligible for the 
enhanced regime status once they have met the required criteria for the preceding two months. 
https://www.irishprisons.ie/about-us/care-and-rehabilitation/incentivised-regimes-policy/  
9 The Community Return Scheme is an incentivised scheme for the supervised release of qualifying prisoners who complete 
unpaid community work as a condition of their early release. It gives prisoners, whom the Irish Prison Service and Probation 
Service have assessed as being suitable and motivated, the opportunity of early - and renewable temporary release with 
resettlement support. It is available for those who have been assessed as posing no threat to the community; are serving more 
than one year and fewer than eight years, and who have served at least 50% of their sentence.  The programme involves 
participants doing supervised community service instead of remaining in prison. 
10 This Scheme was developed in response to prison overcrowding and aims to address the recidivism levels of prisoners 
serving sentences of between 3 and 12 months. The aim of the Community Support Scheme is to increase support for prisoners 
prior to their release from prison, upon their release, and then for a period after their release in order to break the cycle of 
offending. The objectives of this Scheme are to reduce the level of crime and to increase public safety by: Identifying suitable 
candidates serving a short terms sentence between 3-12 months; Working on care plans of support for these offenders and 
prepare them for release; Working with offenders to change behaviour and reduce offending behaviour’s by linking the 
offender in with relevant support services through a Community Based Organisation (CBO) before release; and Monitoring 
progress or regression of persons on the scheme while on their sentence. 

https://www.irishprisons.ie/about-us/care-and-rehabilitation/incentivised-regimes-policy/
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2. Peer support work and launch of toolkit 

Jack Griffin, Tipperary Rural Travellers Project  

 

Jack is the facilitator of the peer support groups in the Limerick and Midlands prisons. He made the 

point that not only are Travellers over-represented in prison, it is believed that they are over-

represented on ‘protection’ (prisoners can request protection if they feel that they are not safe). For 

these prisoners, peer support can be a very important source of contact with others.  

Jack gave an overview of the development of peer support work in the prison system.  

 In 2014, Navan Traveller workshop started peer support in Wheatfield prison. 

 In 2015, Tipperary Rural Travellers Project started a group in Limerick prison (of which Jack is 

the facilitator) 

 In the same year, Laois Travellers started facilitating peer support work in the Midlands 

prison (this work is now undertaken by Tipperary Rural Travellers Project).  

 In 2017, the National Traveller Women’s Forum (NTWF) started in Dóchas prison.  

These peer support groups were initially piloted by the TPI. Following this pilot phase, the IPS 

agreed to support them, and since 2019, they are funded by the IPS. A new peer support group has 

started in Castlerea in the past few months, but this is currently being funded through the TPI.  

All of the peer support groups operate according to the principles of community development.  

The TPI provides ongoing support to the peer support facilitators and has formed a network of the 

facilitators: this enables the groups to come together to discuss their shared experiences, support 

each other to overcome challenges and issues, and to develop a shared ethos and approach to the 

work.  

This has culminated in the production of a peer support toolkit, which is being launched at today’s 

event by the Travellers in Prison Initiative and is available online https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-

programme-reports/.  

Jack gave an example of the work undertaken. 

When I started in limerick it was with prisoners on protection – they were locked up 
between 22 and 23 hours per day. You could get about 40 minutes on the landing. 
Our rationale for working with this group was that they did not have access to the 
services in the prison and other supports.  

Working from where people are at involved spending a long time to explore the 
experiences of those in protection, why they were on protection, what the issues for 
them were.  We also gained the perspective of the IPS, for example, security issues, 
as well as day to day issues for the prison.  

One of the things that we did was problem solve in the group – for example, they 
decided to run a handball tournament between the two landings, and if they 
successfully did it, would be that they would be allowed to mix with other prisoners. 
A lot of planning and discussion in this, we role-played discussions with the prison.  

It was also important that the prison authorities were willing to speak and engage 
with the prisoners. Once they were ready, we met with the governor and the chief, 
who agreed to let the tournament run.  

https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/
https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/
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They ran the tournament and also raised money for Pieta house. When they started, 
there were 60 men on protection, at the end of the process there were six.  

Discussion 

A question was asked (from the floor) about the process of engaging with the prisons and how 

long it has taken to gain support for the peer support work in each site. Jack initially engaged with a 

supportive person (a ‘champion’) in the prison in Limerick – it took approximately one year until the 

peer support group was fully established in the prison.  

In Wheatfield, where Michael and Nell McDonagh deliver peer support, Michael noted that there 

was always an openness to the peer support group there among prison management, which 

provided an opportunity for the project to establish initially. 

Michael also made the point that while support from individual staff in prisons is very important, 

this support needs to go beyond the individual and come from each institution, because individual 

staff members can move on to new roles. 
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3. Traveller women in prison 

Winnie McDonagh, NTWF, Peer Support Facilitator in Dóchas prison  

 

Winne spoke of the main causes of imprisonment for Traveller 

women – these include traffic offences, drug-related activity and 

violence. A very high number of these women suffer from poor 

mental health, domestic violence and drug and alcohol addiction.  

Separation from children has a huge effect on these women, and 

once released, they experience double discrimination: as a Traveller 

and as an ex prisoner. There is significant stigma within the 

women’s own community from being a Traveller woman in prison.  

Issues raised 

 There is a need for alternatives to custodial sentences, e.g. community service.  

 There is also a piece of work needed around the Garda treatment of Traveller women – 

some women in prison feel that Gardaí can prevent them accessing temporary or early 

release (as Gardaí have a role in influencing decisions).  

 Training on equality, human rights and Traveller culture is needed for judges, Gardaí and 

prison staff.  

Questions in relation to peer support – access to services  

 Prisons operating over-capacity, which means that it is difficult for Traveller women to access 

services in prison (e.g., drug services). While there are services ‘on paper’ the reality is very 

different.  

 The lack of counselling services is a serious issue – at present I am informed there is only one 

in-prison counsellor with according to one Traveller woman 70+ on waiting list. 

Bereavement counselling is very important – many Traveller women have lost family 

members to suicide, and have a greater need for access  

 Accommodation and homelessness – While prisons are obliged to ensure that a prisoner has 

a place to stay on the night they are released, one night is not sufficient and many prisoners 

become homeless. This is a particular problem for Traveller women as they may not be able 

to return to their own communities due to stigma.   

Need for additional supports 

One of the recommendations of the Hearing Their Voices
11

 research was that there should be a 

liaison worker role – this is not a peer support worker but a role which would link in with services 

and supports for the individual pre, post and during imprisonment (on a one to one basis rather 

than group basis). There is still a need for this role, and if it was funded, and filled by a Traveller, it 

would also provide a strong role model for Traveller women in prison.  

 

                                                   
11 Doyle, Rachel (2017) Hearing their Voices. Traveller Women in Prison www.ssgt.ie/resources  

http://www.ssgt.ie/resources
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4. Education and Training Board Prison Education  

June Edwards, City of Dublin Education and Training Board 

 

June tracked the experience of the Education and Training Board (ETB) with the Travellers in Prison 

Initiative (TPI). The work started in 2015, when the TPI Coordinator met with Organiser of Education, 

for Education Services in Prison. The following resulted from these meetings: 

The ETB agreed to allocate a teacher (Jane Newman) to co-ordinate education for Travellers in 

prison in 2016, and each prison in Dublin identified one teacher to take on a Traveller liaison role to 

support Travellers access to education. 

The Traveller liaison teachers attended the Traveller Counselling Service conference in 2017, where 

we learned about internalised oppression, high suicide rates, and wide-ranging discrimination, 

which affect the Traveller community. Reflecting on the 1963 Commission on Itinerancy shocked us 

in the ETB into raising questions about how we engage with Travellers, or indeed if we engage with 

the educational needs of Travellers in our prisons. When asked ‘how many Travellers attend your 

school?’, we could not answer because we did not know and we were afraid to ask our students if 

they were members of the Travelling Community. 

After the conference TPI co-delivered training with Pavee Point for the Traveller liaison teachers and 

we discussed how we might be able to support advocacy for Travellers in prison. This was a starting 

point for raising awareness amongst our teaching colleagues and a chance to highlight the issues 

faced by Travellers. 

We found that we tended to gently steer students with typical Traveller surnames towards arts and 

crafts – and we had to ask ourselves ‘are we recreating the 1960s experience of Travellers in 

school’? 

Explaining and highlighting the role of the TPI to staff and prisoners has become part of our remit. 

Jane Newman has been visiting all Travellers on the landings, including those on 23-hour lock-up 

and those who do not attend our education unit. A needs analysis is being done to identify the 

services that are required. Jane meets students and refers them onwards to services such as 

Exchange House, etc. 

TPI recently organised two days training on Equality & Diversity for 16 Liaison teachers. Maynooth 

University delivered the training. We understand that it is important to start doing general training 

around racism and discrimination, before focusing specifically on Travellers. 

We run our own programme in the school on challenging discrimination.  

We supported Traveller Pride events in the prisons with the TPI – and in the coming months, we are 

hoping to work on a poster campaign focusing on how words and names can harm – this will be 

targeted at staff in the prisons and the schools. 

We are also trying to focus on providing literacy supports in the Education Unit. 
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5. Peer Mediation in prisons Traveller Mediation Service 

Kerry Lawless, Mediator, Traveller Mediation Service 

 

Kerry gave an overview of the work of the TMS, which provides direct support around mediation. 

Mediation is about working with people who are involved in conflict to try and resolve the conflict 

themselves. TMS works with parties in dispute to facilitate them to reach agreement by themselves.  

In 2015, Castlerea prison staff and prisoners identified high levels of conflict. Some prisoners had 

completed training with the Irish Red Cross (IRC) around conflict but these prisoners wanted more 

training. It was decided to pilot a peer mediation programme in Castlerea as a result of requests to 

TMS to run a programme. This was done in collaboration with the TPI and Education and Training 

Board (ETB).  

20 participants took part in a programme that was first held in 2016. Over half were Travellers (but 

the programme was not exclusive to Travellers). It was Traveller-led, and Travellers delivered the 

training. This pilot programme was evaluated, and the report is available at 

https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/.  

Since then, there has been over 100 participants, and the programme is currently operating in five 

prisons: Loughan House, Dóchas, Castlerea and Cork, with one starting in Midlands.  

As a result of the first programme, participants looked for more training – and a second phase of 

the training was undertaken (more advanced) which was externally assessed by the Mediation 

Institute of Ireland (MII). There is now a group undertaking training for full accreditation with the 

MII (mediator training).  

The TMS would work with the groups around the causes of conflict, the triggers of conflict and how 

to handle conflict. This supports prisoners to intervene if conflict arises.  

The Castlerea programme was evaluated, and this found that there was a reduction in conflict and 

P19s (prison-based sanctions).  

The TMS also works with prisoners who have developed the skills, to use these skills in their 

community, post-release. Some of the participants have undertaken training in Maynooth 

University (NUIM). The TMS also provides cultural awareness training with the Irish Prison Officers 

Association (IPOA), and facilitate workshops as part of the training for prison officers in Portlaoise 

(IPS training college). 

Discussion 

It was noted that some training was provided in Dóchas – however, the challenge here is that 

Traveller women tend to have shorter prison sentences than men, and this mitigates against taking 

part in training activities as the women aren’t in prison long enough to complete the course. 

At the moment, the training is with the mainstream prison population – however, those on 23 hour 

lock-up probably need it more (as they may be on lock up as a result of conflict). The peer support 

group facilitator in Castlerea is also a mediator, and is exploring how this issue can be addressed.  

It was noted in the discussion that it is important that the participants are cautious about mediating 

in some instances as there are safety issues involved.  

https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/
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The training would cover conflict coaching as it is not always the case that the mediator will be 

working with two people (traditional mediation style). In the prison environment, it is more likely 

that they will be involved with one person to assist in dealing with a situation – listening skills, ask 

questions, facilitate people themselves to address the issue (for example, consider the 

consequences, etc). 

When the participants have completed the training, relationships have been developed and they 

are in a good position to further develop their work in the community. One participant has started 

studying in NUIM (mediation course) since being released from prison.  

Jack made the point that there is a negative stereotype that Travellers are involved in conflict. There 

could be a concern that delivering conflict resolution / mediation training in prisons reinforces that 

stereotype. Kerry made the point that the programme is always trying to tackle this stereotype – 

and that the programme is not exclusively Travellers, while most of the participants are Travellers, 

others can avail of it. The key is that it is Traveller-led programme. 
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6. Post-release issues 

William, Shelton Abbey 

William – a prisoner in Shelton Abbey – reflected on imprisonment based on his own experiences as 

a prisoner, having served 13 years in prison to date. 

Education in prison 

William said ‘my first positive experience of education was in the prison’ explaining that when he first 

went into prison, he could not read or write. He thanked the teachers for this positive experience 

and especially June Edwards who always made him feel welcome and who convinced him that there 

was no limit to how far he could go. He spoke about the importance of support from Traveller 

groups, in supporting him to survive prison and to continue his education on release. His mother 

looked for information from organisations when he was imprisoned and he acknowledged the 

great support both he and his family received from Pavee Point.  

Post-Release 

William asked ‘When a prisoner gets out of prison, what do you do?’ William talked about the 

difficulties he had in accessing a place on a Community Employment (CE) scheme and how he 

eventually got onto a scheme with Exchange House after TPI vouched for him. He talked about the 

importance of having somebody to advocate for you when you are in prison and after release.  

He felt that agencies working within prison are not aware of the possibilities of organising 

placements with Traveller organisations onpost release. From talking to other Travellers in prison, 

many would have a preference to be placed with a Traveller organisation post release. William also 

recommended that supports such as CE schemes or other placements should be in place before 

release, so that those leaving prison can take part in them straight away on release: 

 ‘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’.  

His work with TPI includes writing articles for the TPI newsletter. Through the newsletter he hopes 

to help other Travellers to manage their sentence and to encourage them to access education 

courses and services in prison. He is also doing a variety of courses with Exchange House.  

Role models 

William talked about how important it is to have role models from the Traveller community in 3
rd

 

level education and employment. He talked about the perception among some Travellers that if 

you go to college that somehow you lose your identity as a Traveller. However, having more 

Travellers in education will encourage others and show them that they can still be a Traveller but be 

a Traveller with an education.  

Imprisonment through generations 

William briefly talked about the vicious cycle of generations of families going to prison. He is 

convinced that if Travellers who are coming out of prison are supported in the form of CE schemes, 

educational courses, employment, or whatever other issues they might have, this could break the 

negative cycle of ‘sons following their fathers into prison’.  
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The future 

William concluded by talking about his concerns that having a criminal record will impact on his 

hopes of gaining meaningful employment. However, he is hopeful that the CE scheme will enable 

him gain practical experience working within his own community. 

‘After-care services specifically for Travellers coming out prison would be hugely beneficial as it 

would give Travellers a better opportunity to turn their lives around and break the vicious cycle 

of coming in and out of prison.’ 
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7. Some key issues and concerns 

Michael McDonagh, Meath Travellers’ Workshop 

Michael spoke of the peer support work that Meath Travellers’ 

Workshops (MTW) undertakes in Wheatfield prison. This 

succeeded in the prison because Michael had access to the 

governor who was supportive of peer support.  

MTW also spoke about his experience of working with young 

people under 18 years when they were detained in Wheatfield
12

. 

Michael noted that while they were a hard group to work with, 

there was unbelievable job satisfaction in the work and that ‘by 

the time we left, there was a big change.’  

Statistics show that one-fifth of the youth in detention centres are young Travellers under 18 years 

of age. Michael asked ‘Who is working with them – who is trying to support them? They need to be 

supported not to go on to prison in the first place’. 

It is important to do more work with Travellers, and build confidence. If you don’t have any 

respect for yourself you will find it hard to have it for anyone else.  

Michael spoke of the importance of supporting Travellers to become prison officers, social workers, 

teachers and other roles.  

We need Travellers in these positions, who identify as Travellers. It is important that Travellers 

are supported in the recruitment process for these type of positions: last year we know of five 

Travellers who applied, but none got through the initial aptitude tests.  

We need to mainstream Traveller employment in the IPS – there are two prison officers at the 

moment and only one identifies as a Traveller. We need to reach the stage that Travellers are 

part of the prison staff – this impacts on behaviour – for example the rest of the prison officers 

will be less likely to use language like “Knacker” if their colleagues are Travellers - and once 

behaviour has changed, attitudes will change too.  

 

Nell McDonagh, Meath Travellers’ Workshop 

Nell is a family liaison worker in Wheatfield prison. She spoke of her own family experience – having 

watched a family member travelling to prisons throughout Ireland regularly to visit her husband.  

For women whose husbands are in prison, the effects are huge – and when the man comes out of 

prison, sometimes they have lost their position and status in the community. Nell said that in their 

work, they see women taking prescribed medication, and they see mothers looking desperately for 

support for their sons. She made the point that: 

‘no man does prison on his own – it affects the whole of his family. There must be a holistic 

approach undertaken in all programmes – we must be aware of the effect on the wider 

family....Unless we look at this, we will not be able to address the suicide, increase in mental 

health issues, etc. I would recommend to anyone to take this into consideration.  

                                                   
12 Under 18 year olds are no longer detained in Wheatfield 
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Discussion 

The point was made that imprisonment causes major financial 

impact on the family – around costs such as transport, childcare, 

and other costs of supporting the family member in prison. It 

was also noted that it often falls on the woman to address this. 

Drug debts is also a huge problem for those in prison – which 

likewise impacts on the family.  

A discussion took place about parenting programmes, such as 

the Strengthening Families programme. It was suggested that 

some parenting programmes are designed for middle class 

families. However, Parenting Under Pressure was identified as a 

programme that may be better suited to families who are struggling.  
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8. Workshop and group discussions 

Participants were organised into small groups and asked to consider two questions in response to 

the discussion and key issues arising.   

These two questions were 1) what should Traveller organisations do; and 2) what should the TPI 

do? 

 

Q.2. What should Traveller organisations do?  

Summary of discussion points in the table below, grouped according to themes emerging. 

Table 8.1  What should Traveller organisations do in response to the issues raised?
13

 

Early intervention 

and fostering 

Traveller pride  

 Promote Traveller culture in early education and build a positive Traveller identity 

 Early intervention, prevention measures such as pre-school initiatives, and after-school 

supports 

Links with other 

organisations  

 Link in with other organisations, including support and community organisations to 

address issues for people leaving prison, and to support ex-prisoners 

 Develop links with Chaplaincy services in prisons 

Family support   Provide access to an information pack for those who work with prisoners and their 

families, and link families into services 

Practical supports  Put in interventions and practical supports – for example, what Bedford Row provide 

e.g. social work support in prison and to families, letters of support, help with driving 

licences for prisoners with driving offences. 

Youth   There is little or no work being done for under 18s – there is a need to put pressure on 

the department to work with under 18s – Traveller organisations and the TPI could 

channel the issues raised with the Department.  

 In terms of youth work for 16-18 year olds, Traveller organisations should talk to young 

people about the: 

 Reality of prison 

 Alternative options – other ways of earning a living 

 Model the way forward 

Supports for 

those leaving 

prison 

 Local organisations should have a responsibility – and have a role in meeting with newly 

released prisoners, and local people due for release. This would require a liaison person 

within Traveller organisations. 

 Link ex-prisoners with men’s sheds. 

 They need to be aware that there are Travellers from our area in prison coming out with 

skills – local organisations might be able to help them get employment and give them 

financial advice.  

 In relation to training and skills, could offer CE schemes to ex-prisoners.  

Resources and 

organisational 

issues  

 Need more staff to address the issues – some organisations have to create a waiting list 

due to volume of work.  

 Ask Travellers what they want from Traveller organisations 

 Traveller organisations have to ask themselves about whether they stigmatise the issue 

themselves – is it a priority for them? We need to address our personal and 

organisation’s stigmatising of Travellers in prison 

 

                                                   
13 Issues grouped according to themes emerging from discussions 
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Q.2. What should the TPI do? 

Discussion points are summarised below, grouped according to themes emerging. 

Table 8.2  What should the TPI do in response to the issues raised? 

Information and 

networking 

 More networking events (like this one) 

 Produce resources/information pack for families 

Advocacy and 

lobbying 

 GDPR is a massive issue – need to allow external organisations and services to have the 

same access (as internal IPS ones) 

 Lobby and advocate for policies and practice so that services are provided consistently 

– not enough to rely on goodwill of some service providers 

 Advocate for the IPS having a specific strategy for Travellers in prison 

 Support collective collaboration for change through lobbying 

 Keep the focus of advocacy on structural/policy change 

Services within 

prison 

 Support better coordination of support services for those leaving prison (liaison worker, 

case management worker, etc) 

 Create opportunities / advocate for Travellers to have leadership positions – and to 

become role models  

 Need to ensure that peer-support is not viewed as a ‘treat’ or ‘luxury’ by the prisons, i.e. 

it can be cancelled if there is a problem/trouble. This is counter-productive as peer 

support is a way of resolving conflict. Prison authorities don’t understand how 

fundamental peer-support is to developing prisoners’ confidence and awareness and 

personal capacity/self-development 

 Advocate for a Traveller link person in every prison 

Family support 

and post-release 

 To (advocate for) the IPS to facilitate special family visits in locations outside of prison 

for families 

 The way men and women handle their sentences differently – women close down and 

don’t want to talk about it again and men deal slightly differently – should there be 

more after-care and support / counselling post-release. 

 Need to create more employment opportunities, post-release 

 Develop after-care CE schemes 
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Panel discussion and conclusions 

A panel discussion took place following the feedback. Some the key points noted were: 

 The TPI is now focusing to a greater extent on post-release 

work 

 Early intervention and prevention support is crucial 

 Planning for release and aftercare is crucial 

 Need for continued policy changes so that we have 

structural change in the prison 

 Recidivism needs to be a key focus – employment is a 

massive contributor to reduced recidivism. Need to look for 

avenues and opportunities for work post-release, and links 

with the private sector to do this.  
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9. Conclusion 

The event concluded with the launch of two 

documents produced by National Traveller MABS in 

collaboration with TPI, Citizens Information Board 

and the Irish Prison Service. These publications are 

produced for Travellers with a family member in 

prison. They were launched by National Traveller 

MABS and Ita Mangan, Chair of the Citizens 

Information Board.  

These are:  

Financial advice for Travellers with a family member in prison: A guide for organisations working with 

families of Travellers in prison 

A shorter leaflet to accompany the guide: Do you have a family member in prison? What you need 

to know and do 

Both of these documents are available at  and at https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/ 

 

The meeting also launched the toolkit for peer support: 

 

Travellers in Prison Initiative (2019): Mincéir in the Respoon - Toolkit and Standards For Traveller Peer 

Support Projects in Prison. Dublin: TPI 

This is available at: https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/  

 

 

https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/
https://www.ssgt.ie/grant-programme-reports/
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Appendix 1 Evaluation 

16 individuals completed evaluations of the event.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

93%

0%
7%

Yes No No opinion

Did today meet your expectations?

100%

0% 0%

Yes No No opinion

Are you more familiar with the issues facing Travellers in prison 

after today?

100%

0% 0%

Yes No No opinion

Would you be interested in attending similar events in future?
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What was most helpful about the day 

The wide range of organisations present 

All the speakers were from local organisations 

Good to hear the speakers’ experiences and feedback 

Opportunities for networking with other organisations 

Very informative inputs. The mix of speakers with strong Traveller voice in 
presentations 

Listening to the different organisations talking about the work they were doing 
within the prisons 

Meeting other groups and hearing the speakers talking about the challenges they 
meet on a daily basis 

How community development works in prisons 

Other events that TPI could run 

More in-depth discussion on single topic rather than broad discussion on multiple 
topics (e.g. event focusing on family support) 

Support events - consultations with families of Travellers in prison 

Event for all organisations to come together - IPS, Probation and all the agencies 
involved with the system 

Support network for families of prisoners 

TPI information day 

Any other comments 

The more networking events the more momentum we can gather 

Pick 2-3 dates in the year for events so people can put them in their diaries early 

Excellent day, well done 

The more networking events, the more momentum we can gather - 2-3 dates to meet 
per year 

Thank you for a very educational day - need more 

94%

6%
0% 0%

Very good Good Average Poor

How would you rate the overall quality of today's event?
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Appendix 2 Organisations in attendance  

 

35 people attended the event from the following organisations: 

Ballyfermot Traveller Action Group 

Ballyfermot MABS 

Bedford Row Family Project 

Blanchardstown Travellers Development Group 

Cavan Travellers Movement 

Citizens Information Board members 

Citizens Information Service Ballyfermot 

Clondalkin Travellers Development Group 

Education and Training Board (Mountjoy Prison Education Unit) 

Exchange House Ireland 

Galway Traveller Movement  

Kerry Traveller Development Group 

Laois Travellers Group 

Meath Travellers’ Workshop 

Minceirs Whiden  

National Traveller MABS 

National Traveller Women’s Forum 

Offaly Travellers Movement 

Parish of the Traveller Community 

St Stephen’s Green Trust 

Tipperary Travellers Rural Project 

Traveller Mediation Service  

Travellers in Prison Initiative 

Wicklow Travellers Primary Health Programme 

  


