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Pavee Point welcomes the development of a Garda Strategy for the Older Person and the opportunity to contribute towards this.

Pavee Point is a voluntary non-governmental organisation committed to the attainment of human rights for Irish Travellers. The group is comprised of Travellers and members of the majority population working in partnership to address Travellers’ social and economic exclusion.

The aim of Pavee Point is to improve the quality of life and living circumstances of Irish Travellers, through working for social justice, solidarity, socio-economic development and human rights. 

The work of Pavee Point is based on an acknowledgement of the distinct ethnic culture of Travellers, and the importance of nomadism to the Traveller way of life. Innovation has been a key feature of the work done from its starting point based on a community development approach, on an inter-cultural model and on a Traveller/settled partnership. It means working with, rather than for, Travellers in a manner that prioritises Traveller participation. The organisation seeks to combine local action with national resourcing, and direct work with research and policy formulation. 

Irish Travellers
Irish Travellers are a small indigenous minority group who have been part of Irish society for centuries. They have a value system, language, customs and traditions which make them an identifiable group both to themselves and to others. Their distinctive lifestyle and culture, based on a nomadic tradition, sets them apart from the sedentary population.

Older Travellers

In preparing this submission, Pavee Point sought the views of older Travellers about their experience of An Garda Síochána, their policing needs and what the Guards could do to meet those needs. Ten older Travellers in their sixties and seventies (eight women and two men), all living in Dublin, offered their views, five through a focus group and the remainder through individual interviews or in pairs.
All of them agreed that the definition of ‘older people’ among Travellers is quite different to that of the majority population with most of the women stating that Travellers over the age of 50-55 would be considered within the community as older people and the two men classifying Travellers over the ages of 40-45 as older people.  Many Travellers would be grandparents at 40 years of age although, similar to the majority population, the demographic profile of the Traveller community is changing as people are marrying later, having fewer children and in general living longer.

Nonetheless, the age profile of Travellers remains very different to that of the general population.  According to Census 2006, older people (i.e. those aged 65 years and over) account for just 2.6% of the total Traveller population, compared to 11% of the general population.  Conversely, 62% of Travellers are under 25 years of age.  Furthermore, the lower life expectancy of Travellers when compared to the national population is a considerable cause for alarm and an indicator of the poor health status of Travellers. The most recent study to predict life expectancy rates among Travellers indicated that at birth Traveller men can expect to live on average 10 years less than their majority counterparts.  Traveller women can expect to live 12 years less.
Just like older people in the majority population, older Travellers are experiencing increased loneliness and social isolation in modern Ireland.  Unlike the majority population, these difficulties are compounded by racism, higher than average rates of poverty and significant levels of social exclusion based on ethnicity – experiences common to many Travellers.

The changing economic, social and demographic profile of Ireland has had a disproportionate effect on the Traveller community in Ireland.  Nowhere is this more keenly observed than among older Travellers who are experiencing ever more marginalisation both in Irish society and within their own communities.

It is, of course, common for all cultures to evolve and adapt to changing economic or social circumstances, e.g. economic changes such as the development of farm technology as a replacement for human labour or the introduction and mass production of plastic ware as a cheap and durable alternative to tin.  However, the imposition of more recent restrictions on traditional Traveller practices such as restrictions on horse trading, casual trading and nomadism has served to accelerate the natural evolution of Traveller culture in a way that impacts more acutely on older people.  Simultaneous policies of assimilation and exclusion repress the validity of traditional practices while promoting conformity with mainstream ‘settled’ practices.

Older Travellers have expressed frustration at the loss of control induced by such restrictions and expressed alarm at the growing level of discrimination and intolerance emanating from an increasingly hostile settled community.  While welcoming increased levels of literacy and, as a result, opportunity among younger Travellers, older Travellers find adapting to the pace of such changes and the subsequent erosion of intergenerational solidarity to be equally unsettling.

Another challenge for older Travellers is the pace of change that is occurring within their community.  In times past, older Travellers commanded a lot of respect among the Traveller community.  There is, however, evidence of growing inter-generational conflict.  Some older Travellers fear that they are no longer respected in their own communities and some have reported experiences of abuse.  Such abuse can manifest itself both physically and verbally.  Older Travellers have highlighted experiences of being subjected to insulting comments by younger Travellers about being thick and ignorant as they have no formal education.  Older Travellers have said that they find such developments shocking and very hard to cope with. 
As a result, older Travellers not only face discrimination from the settled community, they also feel alienated from the rest of the Traveller population.  They share a strong sense of social isolation. 

Garda-Traveller relationships

There is a history of generally poor relations between Guards and the Traveller community characterized by mistrust and hostility on both sides. Many Travellers feel that their community is over–policed and under-protected and that it is policed at the behest of the settled community.

Garda Superintendent Frank O’Brien gave an example of over policing in his 2002 dissertation on ‘Ethnicity, Ritual and Policing Strategy – A Study of the Relationship between An Garda Síochána and the Traveller Community’. 

‘Over policing during funerals has been identified by Garda and Traveller representatives as contributing to the poor relationship that exists between the Gardaí and the Traveller community. Over policing is viewed as being disrespectful to the deceased and it is considered that the setting up of checkpoints to enforce traffic legislation and carry out searches is inappropriate. This type of policing activity is not carried out during similar events in the settled community and if it were, it would certainly be considered inappropriate and insensitive.’
There is a strong perception amongst Travellers that they are generally not afforded the same level of protection by the Gardaí as the settled community. This arises, for example, where Travellers are victims of discrimination or crime and violence committed by settled people and by other Travellers. In some cases where violent conflict has occurred within the Traveller community, Travellers have described instances where the Guards have failed to respond to emergency calls for assistance or have stood back and allowed, or in some cases allegedly encouraged, people to take the law into their own hands. It suits some Travellers for the Guards to adopt a ‘hands off’ approach in this context. However, there are other Travellers for whom this is not helpful, but they often feel that they cannot articulate their need for Garda protection openly. 

According to Mulcahy and O’Mahony in ‘Policing and Social Marginalisation’, the perception that Travellers are policed at the behest of the settled community relates primarily to access to social venues and the location, or very existence, of Traveller encampments. In the words of one Traveller respondent, 

‘It’s either the guards coming to evict you or the guards coming to remove you out of the pub or premises or a shop, or wherever it would be. And it’s always in relation to discrimination or racism, in most cases, that Travellers have contact with the guards.’ 

Perceptions of over policing and under protection and of Guards responding disproportionately in favour of  the needs of the settled community versus the needs of the Traveller community impact negatively on relationships between the Traveller and settled communities, within the Traveller community and between Travellers and the Gardaí themselves. 

Older Travellers’ experience of An Garda Síochána and Policing
The Travellers we spoke to described a variety of situations in which older Travellers would either come across or come directly into contact with the Guards:

· when something is happening on site, e.g. a raid;
· when people are fighting;
· during emergencies, when the Guards are assisting the fire brigade or ambulances;

· in meetings with the Guards organised by Pavee Point and local Traveller organisations they are involved with;
· through community Guards coming on site and making connections with people;
· when they need forms signed;
· when the Guards come to deliver bad news;
· when the Guards are conducting door to door  investigations;
· when asking Guards for directions.
Many of them said that they had no or little direct personal contact with the Gardaí now with some stating that they would have had more contact with Guards in the past, particularly when they were leading more nomadic lives.
‘Years ago, you would see Guards more often when they were moving you on or they came down for a chat or to fix something.’
Some of the older women said that they would call the Guards if necessary, but felt that older men would be less likely to do so. One of the men said that the only time he sees Guards is when there is trouble or fighting on the site, but that ‘you can’t talk to them’.
Older Travellers reported having different experiences and perceptions of the Guards. Several stated that they had no direct contact with Guards as older Travellers, with one adding ‘it is nice to see them anyway on site’. Two stated that their general experience of coming into contact with Guards had been okay. Some spoke of there being good Guards and bad Guards. Others spoke of their general experience, both past and present in very negative terms.

When it came to identifying what was positive and what was negative about the contact between older Travellers and Guards, the Travellers interviewed were less forthcoming about the positives, while many of them reported some dissatisfaction with Garda service or negative contacts with Guards. On the positive side, however, they referred to meetings with Guards that had been organised through Pavee Point or a local Traveller development group and community Guards developing relationships with people on sites. One woman explained that a lot of older Travellers are very nervous of Guards from their experience of them years ago and described how she had felt panic when a Guard called to her door one night. However, he was just conducting enquiries and his pleasant manner put her at ease. Another Traveller woman said that she had had a positive experience of ‘two lovely Guards’ who were doing community work. They had taken older Travellers and settled people on a day trip to visit a shrine. One of these Guards was very supportive and was going to join her on an accommodation committee, but he got moved on. One of the Traveller men said he didn’t think there was anything negative about the contact between Guards and older Travellers, though ‘maybe with young people’.
One of the very strong threads running through our discussions with older Travellers was a feeling of not being listened to or taken seriously by the Guards when they tell them things. 
‘Old Travellers are not listened to by young Travellers or by Gardaí. They are told to go away.’

‘If you call, Guards don’t listen to you. They say there are enough of you up there to sort it out yourselves.’

‘Young Guards can be funny. They want to talk to younger Travellers, not older Travellers.’

Older Travellers don’t feel listened to, for example, when they call the Guards to report people fighting on site and when the Guards come they say they can’t do anything. The lack of contact with older Travellers and the feeling that the Guards could do more was a source of dissatisfaction too.
Raids were another strong cause of concern for some of the older Travellers, particularly in light of health concerns. 

‘Early morning raids – you could think there’s murder going on – they’re not good for older people.’ 

Another woman spoke of a raid during which the Guards went in to her trailer and she and her husband were told to stay outside.

‘It was very cold. We asked if we could sit in, but they said no. Others asked them to let us in. We are in our sixties. Well, my husband is 67. They found nothing. They left my trailer upside down.’
Another woman was upset at having been spoken to disrespectfully and told to ‘shut up’ by a Guard during a raid. It was important to her that she had received an apology from a senior Guard, though the Guard in question had not apologised.

Some Travellers had a feeling that raids were being done for no reason, sometimes at night, and complained of ‘Guards making jokes at you’. Not everyone shared the view that raids were unnecessary with other Travellers feeling strongly that the Guards were not doing enough to tackle crime and anti-social behaviour on Traveller sites. One woman said she felt the Guards were ‘useless’ because there was so much going on now on sites. Others in the group agreed with her, but described it as ‘a big job’. She compared her experience of living in Ireland and the UK and felt that the police in the UK were more effective in tackling crime and anti-social behaviour on Traveller sites. 
A significant number of the older Travellers spoke of experiencing racism and discrimination, of being looked down upon by Guards, of feeling that all Travellers were tarred with the one brush and not treated as individuals or of being treated differently and worse than settled people. One woman, for example, alleged that she had been assaulted by a Guard during an eviction and that her leg was broken in the incident. 

‘Some can be racist towards you, and smiling and looking down at you.’
 ‘Young girls can be funny with you. They look down at where you live and look down at who you are. We all have to live.’
Some of the older women indicated that domestic violence was also an issue for older women and stated that the Garda response to domestic violence incidents gave them cause for concern.
‘Traveller women are discriminated against. If a man and women are arguing, Guards give the impression they should deal with it in bed’.

When asked if their experience of contact with Gardaí had changed, some felt it had got worse because they felt older Travellers had no contact with the Guards since they had moved in to houses or because they felt the Guards were not dealing effectively with crime and bullying within the Traveller community. 

‘It’s got worse because there is too much crime. Travellers are being let off and paying each other off. It shouldn’t be happening that way. It should be done according to the law...  Traveller bullies are only getting a month in jail.’

Several felt their experience had improved because they have more contact with Guards now. 

‘The Guards attitude to Travellers has changed. I think they are much better now.’

‘Yes, a good bit. You see them more on site. I do not know them by name, but I would know their face.’

Others felt that there had been no change, particularly where they felt they had no or little direct personal contact with the Guards.

The policing needs and priorities of older Travellers

In preparing this submission, older Travellers said they would need the assistance of Guards in relation to the following:
· Fighting on site;
· Drug dealing and drug taking;
· Joy riding;
· Anti-social behaviour;
· Emergencies (e.g. assisting the Fire Brigade or ambulance);
· When older people are living in fear (some of the things that cause them to feel fearful included fighting, anti-social behaviour, drugs, strange people coming onto sites, fireworks and bonfires).
Several times it was stated that older Travellers were fearful not just for themselves, but of the harm other people could do to each other when fights broke out or fearful of children’s safety around bonfires and fireworks.

‘Older people fear for younger people –drugs, drink, violence.’

When asked if their policing needs were different to that of other members of the Traveller community, many said that they were and spoke of the need to feel safe and protected, for the Guards to be more visible and talk to them more and to be listened to and understood. 

‘Yes, older Travellers need to be safe, where younger Travellers do not want them on site (well, some of them).’
‘Yes, younger people can be very headstrong. Older people would be frightened and would call the Guards in case people would hurt each other.’

‘Yes, sometimes, but Travellers look after one another, don’t they? There’s a need for young people to talk to them now. I wouldn’t mind having a chat with them myself.’

 ‘I would like to see them more and for them to talk to us, if anything just to say hello.’

‘Guards need to learn more about Travellers’ culture, e.g. if an older person is in hospital, we keep in contact’.
The fear of older Travellers being robbed, primarily due to drugs, was felt to be a relatively recent concern. It was suggested that some older Travellers would feel more protected having their families around and would feel less fearful of their homes being broken in to, but that there are other Travellers who are isolated and who don’t have protection. It was stated that many older Travellers live alone and that ‘all older people living alone feel fearful’. However, the view was also expressed that while there are both Travellers and settled people who are guilty of robbing old people, only Travellers were blamed for this activity and that was very hurtful. 
When asked what they saw as the most important policing needs of older Travellers, there was a lot of similarity in the responses. The need to respond to conflicts within the community, drugs and domestic violence featured prominently and coincided with the key policing priorities identified previously by Travellers in Colleen Ellis’ research on ‘Community Oriented Policing within the Traveller Community’ (2005) and a Garda survey of Travellers’ attitudes (2007).  Dealing with anti-social behaviour by younger people was also a priority. 
‘You should have seen it here on bonfire night. I was up all night with the noise. Young fellas driving in at night fast, loud music’.

Yet again, older Travellers strongly articulated the need for the Guards to respond quickly and effectively to their calls and concerns and to talk and listen to them.
‘To know they are there when needed and make sure we are alright and not just to talk to people they know.’

‘Travellers are all living together now. The Guards don’t have to drag them from the ditches. It should be easier to sort out, but the Guards are sorting out nothing.’

What can An Garda Síochána do to meet the needs of older Travellers?
Older Travellers said that they would like Gardaí to:

· ‘Talk to us and ask us if we are safe or sometimes just drive around.’
· Be seen on site. ‘Make sure we are alright.’
· Keep more of an eye on older people and ask them are they okay. ‘Well, Travellers need the Garda. It is nice to see them on site. But some Travellers do not want to see them and some Travellers do, but they can’t say that.’
· Reassure older Travellers by coming out more at night and being more visible around sites or calling in on them, particularly when they live alone.
· ‘Listen and act. Don’t say you can’t do anything till something is done. Then it is too late.’
· ‘Take an old person’s word for it if something is happening on site.’
· ‘Stop young people carrying on.’
· Consider the needs of older Travellers during raids. Make sure they get their information right and do not make such a mess during raids. ‘Sometimes, they give a feeling that they like it.’
· Make sure the public lighting on sites is working.
· ‘Try to talk right to Travellers, have more respect and listen to older Travellers.’
· Not to discriminate against Travellers or 'put them all down as the same’.

· ‘Guards need to do more work with older Travellers. I’d say they meet settled people more.’
· Meet them for a local chat and get to know more about Travellers’ culture.
Conclusions and Recommendations

Some older Travellers have had very negative experiences of policing in the past which colours their perception of the Gardaí. There is clearly a need for building trust and more positive relationships. While some of the older Travellers were less positively disposed towards the Guards and some more so, all of them identified issues that are impacting negatively upon the quality of their lives and which require a policing response. Most of them said that they would welcome more contact and communication with the Guards and greater Garda visibility around the areas they live in.
Drawing on the experiences and suggestions of the people we spoke to in preparing this submission, Pavee Point would like to make the following recommendations to improve Garda service to older Travellers and to better meet their needs.
1. An Garda Síochána should be inclusive of Travellers not just in the development of policy and strategies (such as its diversity strategy, community policing strategy and its strategy on older persons), but also in their implementation.
2. Garda Superintendents should invite older Travellers to meet with them to discuss their local policing needs and how these can be met. This could perhaps be facilitated by working with Traveller organisations and training centres around the country. Some older Travellers expressed the view that in meetings where there are mixed age groups, ‘older people don’t feel they can talk openly’.

3. Community Guards and Ethnic Liaison Officers should be more visible on Traveller accommodation and should make particular efforts to call upon older Travellers and ask them how they are getting on. They should also be mindful of visiting older Travellers who are not living in Traveller accommodation and who may live in standard local authority accommodation, private rented or privately owned accommodation.
4. Where community Guards are undertaking social activities with older members of the community they should also invite older Travellers to take part in an effort to build trust and better relationships.

5. Gardaí should provide older Travellers with useful contact numbers such as that of the community Guards, Gardaí with a special brief dealing with domestic violence, the Garda Confidential Line, the Garda Síochána Ombudsman Commission, confidential numbers to report drug dealing, etc. By way of example, the Pavee Point Mediation Service produces and regularly updates a small contacts card with useful Garda numbers for Travellers in the Finglas area, which Travellers have said they find useful.
6. Gardaí should take account of the needs of older Travellers when they are conducting raids.
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