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Having our say…

1. Introduction
1.1 Why?
In October 2000 the Scottish Parliament Equal Opportunities Committee announced
an Inquiry into the way Gypsy/Travellers are treated by public bodies. Responses
were requested from individuals and agencies by the 13th November deadline.

Save the Children broadly welcomed this Inquiry, viewing it as a long-awaited
investigation into the situation of, and the discrimination faced by, Gypsy/Travellers
living in Scotland today. Furthermore it was a much-needed opportunity for
Gypsy/Travellers to express their own views and opinions.

In all its work Save the Children (SCF) is working to open up avenues, and develop
appropriate mechanisms, which enable children and young people to ‘have their say’.
In relation to the child’s right to expression, SCF endorses the approach introduced by
the Convention on the Rights of the Child as stipulated in Article 12:
“State parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own
views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the
views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of
the child”.

‘Participation’ is a term increasingly used by SCF, and others working in the area of
children's rights, to mean children and young people thinking for themselves,
expressing their views effectively, and interacting in a positive way with other people;
it means involving children in the decisions which affect their lives, the lives of their
community and the larger society in which they live. To complement our agency
response to the Equal Opportunities Committee’s Inquiry, Save the Children worked
with 14 young Gypsy/Travellers in rural and urban Scotland to enable them to gather
opinions from other young Gypsy/Travellers living in their area. Those views form
the basis of this report.

In our experience young people as a group are rarely asked for their opinions1,
Gypsy/Travellers are no exception. Gypsy/Travellers are one of the most marginalised
groups in Scottish society, for young Gypsy/Travellers this isolation is further
compounded by age. Participation in society is an important part of being a member
of that society. Planning and decision-making should take account of the views of all
groups, especially groups without power or a voice. However, the exercise of
children's participation rights depends on access, ability and the availability of means
to exercise those rights.

Many agencies working with Gypsy/Travellers concentrate on work with adults, this
can mean that young peoples’ views are subsumed or neglected. To our knowledge,
this is the first attempt by young Gypsy/Travellers to collect the views of their peers,
making this short report potentially important but it clearly is not an end in itself.
Further opportunities must be created to enable young Gypsy/Travellers to articulate
their own needs and aspirations. It might be helpful to consider the findings in

                                                          
1 See Our Lives, 1999, SCF Scotland
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conjunction with the video entitled Moving Voices2 which enabled young
Gypsy/Travellers to speak directly to camera about their own experiences.

This report is based on an initial analysis of the data collected, we have not attempted
to place the findings in a theoretical framework but rather allow the results to speak
for themselves. This report does not represent a comprehensive overview of young
Gypsy/Traveller views, rather it is a snapshot in time.

1.2 How?
Save the Children has been working with Gypsy/Travellers for over 18 years, this
regular contact enabled us to identify 14 young Gypsy/Travellers in different areas of
Scotland who were willing to act as researchers interviewing their peers. This
innovative way of gathering information was only possible because of the positive
and trusting relationships that have been developed over the years. In total 135
questionnaires were returned. We believe this is outstanding response given the short
time-scale and the fact that most of those involved had no previous experience of any
kind of ‘peer research’. This response rate would not have been possible without the
tremendous enthusiasm and assistance of all those involved, particularly the team of
‘peer researchers’.3

1.3 What?
To carry out this research we decided the best way to gather a range of views in a very
short time-scale was by using a brief questionnaire. Whilst not ideal, this did ensure
some consistency in both approach and the themes covered. Everyone was asked the
same core questions about home, health, learning, identity and discrimination. The
questionnaire was initially drawn up by SCF staff and then piloted with five young
Gypsy/Travellers in different parts of the country. After lengthy discussions the initial
questionnaire was amended to take into account the young people’s suggestions and
comments.

For the most part, closed questions were asked and interviewees were asked to tick
their answer then rank their responses according to frequency/importance. Towards
the end of the questionnaire, respondents were asked more open-ended questions
about their involvement with, and views on, politicians and the government. It should
be noted that some of those involved in the pilot were eager to add extra questions and
gather additional views but, with less than two weeks to collect responses, we limited
the questionnaire to ten questions. The forms were brightly coloured, designed to be
straightforward and each one took about 15 minutes to fill in.

1.4 Where?
Responses were received from all over Scotland, from Lockerbie and Dumfries in the
south, to Aberdeen in the north east across to the Isle of Skye in the west, down the
west coast to Campbeltown and throughout the central belt of Scotland – in total
responses were received from young Gypsy/Travellers living in 18 local authority
areas. Against the odds, the response rate was staggering given the time-scale,
indicating the willingness of young people to air their views.

                                                          
2 Moving Voices, Young Travellers Speak Out, 1999, Save the Children Scotland.
3 In Aberdeen we are also grateful to staff from AYTP who helped collect forms from young
Gypsy/Travellers in that area.
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1.5 When?
All interviews were carried out during the last week of October and the first week of
November 2000.

2. Survey Findings
2.1 General information
Of the 135 completed questionnaires, 58 were from boys and 77 from girls. The ages
of the young Gypsy/Travellers ranged from 8 to 19, with the average age being 14.

In carrying out this research we were eager to ensure a mix of circumstances and
range of views, including interviewing those who are housed. Too often the views of
Gypsy/Travellers living in housing for all or part of the year are excluded, either by
design or default, from research studies. Sometimes this is because of the commonly
held misconception that only those who live in caravans are Gypsy/Travellers.

The young Gypsy/Travellers were asked to record whether they were living on a site,
a camp or in a house. The following pie chart details the current location of those who
completed forms:

Chart 1

2.2 Home
Gypsy/Travellers meet their accommodation needs in a range of ways including living
on sites (council or private), stopping on roadside camps (areas of wasteground or lay-
bys) and others live in houses (owner-occupied, private rents or council) for all or part
of the year. There is movement between the different options. Those who live in
housing are still very much part of the community, often engaged in similar
occupations, following cultural traditions, using their own language, keeping in close

Location of Young Gypsy/Travellers who 
Responded - Total Responses 135

51%

25%

24%

On Sites

Roadside Camps

Housing
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contact with relatives living on sites/camps and, unfortunately, often suffering
discrimination from local residents and service providers.

Young people were asked to indicate if they liked where they were currently staying.
The responses listed below are based on the young person’s situation at the time the
survey was done. Most of the young people questioned offered a definite response and
positive and negative responses were split evenly.

Table 1
YES NO NO RESPONSE
65 64 6

Whilst the split between the sexes was fairly similar amongst those who responded
positively, that is to say they liked where they were staying, the position was
somewhat different when it came to negative responses. The number of girls who
disliked where they were staying was almost double the number of boys who offered
the same response. The young person’s current location did not appear to exert much
influence on how they responded. Young Gypsy/Travellers in houses were as likely to
like or dislike their current location as were those on camps and sites, although
obviously for very different reasons. This would tend to support the view that there
is a wide diversity of opinion within the community and to meet different
aspirations greater choice of accommodation types is needed.

2.3 Likes

Attempts were made to identify what young people particularly liked, and disliked,
about the place they were staying. This was done by asking them to identify the three
best and worst things about their current ’home’. Not everyone managed to list three
positive and negative points, but the tables below illustrate the responses received.

Table 2

BEST THINGS ABOUT STAYING HERE -
General Comments:
Electricity 10 Woods/grass  7
People/Travellers/family/friends 42 School  4
Shops/close to town/cinema 46 School  (not going)  2
Comfort/toilet//bath/peace &
quiet/warmth/central heating 50

Warden  4

Children to play with/park/
Football pitch/swimming pool 34

To be different/
Being Me  2

Not moved on/hassle/no fighting  4 House/garden/own
room/fence  9

Caravan/pitches/sheds 21

In terms of the best things - three main categories emerged, each receiving more that a
third of positive responses from the young people. These can be roughly identified
as community, comfort and location.

The company of fellow Gypsy/Travellers, especially family members or people of
similar age, was viewed, in the main, as very important. "My friends" and  "my
family" were frequently mentioned, supporting the view that a strong sense of
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community is an essential part of life. However, like most young people, the
importance of relationships with their peers, in a few cases with members of the
opposite sex, were not forgotten and one young male listed "going out with the girls"
as one of the best things about his current location.

Comfort was also considered essential with "showers", "heating" and "water" all
being frequently mentioned. Included within this category are such basics as
"warmth" and "peace and quiet".

Of the third who identified their current location as being one of the best things about
where they were staying that tended to be because it was near shops, cinemas or the
other town centre facilities. Over a quarter of respondents viewed as positive
attributes other young people to play with and recreational ground/amenities. Four
young people felt the best thing about where they were staying was there not being
any hassle and not getting moved on. Perhaps indicating the inherent difficulties in
pursuing a nomadic way of life, one young person said the best thing about where s/he
was living was “it’s an address”.

2.4 Dislikes

Table 3

WORST THINGS ABOUT STAYING HERE -
General Comments:
Trapped/no freedom 13

Too far from shops/
No other Travellers  6

Barrier 16 Council/Police  5
Toilets/water 19 Warden/caretaker 13
Facilities on site/road/place/other
Travellers/overcrowding 77

Rules, eg no pets or only
1 dog allowed 13

Nowhere to play/no cinema/no-one
of my own age 23

Getting moved on from
camps  4

People and hassle/bullying/name
calling eg Gypsy, tinky 31

No settled address  2

Reputation  4 School  1
Speed ramps/traffic  7 House  4

In considering the negative aspects - the lack of facilities and/or comfort again
featured prominently and were identified by more than half the young people who
responded. The importance of the wider physical environment, rather than just the
immediate ‘home’, is clear from the following comments: "the chalets are too cold to
get washed in”; “there's no hot water”; "fences that are 6' tall"; "pylons"; "the train
tracks that are next to us"; "dirt"; "1 mile walk to the nearest shop" and "rats".

Next most common detrimental aspect, which was mentioned by over a fifth of those
surveyed, was discrimination and hassle. Young people described "being picked on by
other children" and "getting called Gypsy and being told to go home - we are home."
Feelings of isolation, boredom and loneliness were listed by about a sixth of the
respondents. Phrases like "it's lonely" and "there's no-one to talk to" cropped up
frequently.
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2.5 Ideal camp
The high importance given to the location and comfort of their ‘home’ is further
supported by the findings when young Gypsy/Travellers were asked to select from a
list what they would like to see on an ideal camp (see Chart 2 on the next page)

Chart 2

The most popular features were toilets (128) followed closely by water (118) and
electricity (117). Proximity to shops, a safe play area and a safe location also scored
highly. Other essentials suggested by more than half the young people included a
laundry room, tarmac, skips and fences. When asked to come up with their own ideas
as to what an ideal camp required young people volunteered such suggestions as "lots
of Travellers", "if the electricity runs out buying a ticket", "plenty of space","peace
and quiet", "a boxing club", "company" and "grass".

2.6 Learning

Table 4

School
attendance

(now)
YES NO NO

RESPONSE
Males 21  (36%) 37  (64%) -
Females 20  (26%) 56 (73%) 1

Total 41 93 1
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The average age of respondents was 14, with this in mind it is interesting to note that
only one third of the young Gypsy/Travellers were currently attending school. Of that
third about half were at secondary school and half at primary. Again it must be
emphasised that this figure represents a snapshot on a particular day and that young
people may have attended school in previous months or may in the future attend.
There were no significant differences in the total number of boys and girls attending
school, however slightly more girls were attending secondary school than boys and
conversely slightly more boys were attending primary school than girls.

Chart 3

When asked to select from a list of learning methods - who or what most contributed
to their education, and to what degree - the responses are illustrated above.
Overwhelmingly young Gypsy/Travellers identified their parents as a key source with
103 respondents stating that they learned a lot from Mum and Dad. Significantly
fewer numbers of young people (48) identified school as being the source of a lot of
their learning. It is interesting to note that of the 41 young people attending school,
29 also felt that they learned a lot from their parents. Learning from friends, relatives
and books also featured, with around a fifth learning a lot from each of these sources.

If positive learning experiences are considered overall (i.e. the total of a lot and a bit
of learning) then parents feature most prominently with 118 responses, relatives next
with 76 responses and schools third with 72. Friends, television, books and
magazines/newspapers each attracted between 50 and 60 positive responses. There
were much fewer perceptions of negative educational value, but of those who
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responded negatively the greatest numbers were in two categories. Of those surveyed
17 felt that there was no educational value in books and 13 in magazines.

When asked to suggest other learning experiences a familiar chord, that all can relate
to, was struck by the comment, "from mistakes"!

2.7 Health
Young people were asked to state how often they went to the doctor and dentist and to
indicate their degree of satisfaction with the treatment received.

In terms of attending the doctor 40 went at least once a year, 35 only when they have
to or are sick, 43 went occasionally and 9 never at all. The picture for attending the
dentist has some similarities, 52 went at least twice a year, 21 only when they have to
or have toothache and 35 went occasionally or seldom and only 5 went for regular
check-ups. Fifteen respondents said they had never been to the dentist, including a 14
year old male. Another young male said he rarely goes to the doctor, instead he has to
use an Accident & Emergency department.

With regard to the quality of care that is provided by both dentists and doctors more
than half felt treatment had been okay, just over a fifth were very happy with the
treatment they received and 6 individuals were unhappy with the treatment received
by both doctors and dentists.

Table 5
Very happy Okay Unhappy

Doctor 23 88 6
Dentist 26 79 6

Young Gypsy/Travellers were asked to assess the importance of various options in
contributing towards overall well-being and to offer their own suggestions.

Table 6

Suggestion
Very

important Important
Not

Important
There were more camps 68 29 2
You had more info about how to stay healthy 38 21 14
There was less harassment 69 20 2
You had more money 52 17 6
Travellers had more say about where they lived 88 17 1
You had access to clean water 66 18 2
You took more exercise 31 20 9
You didn’t get picked on 46 27 3
You had more friends 17 21 21
A Health Visitor visited camp regularly 45 24 14
You had more time to enjoy yourself 40 16 12
Councils listen more to Travellers about services 77 16 1
Other:
Cleaner/better sites                                        2
Better transport                                              2
To keep our culture                                        1
Other agencies didn’t make decisions for us  1

- -
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The most important contribution towards being healthy was seen as Gypsy/Travellers
having more say over where they lived. 105 young people regarded this as either very
important or important. More camps (97) and the need for councils to listen more to
Gypsy/Travellers about services (93) were  identified as being of importance in
promoting good health and well-being. Comments included: “come to meet us, see
how we live and open their eyes to the good things about us”, “listen to us”, “give us
a chance and let us get on with our way of life”. Substantial numbers also regarded
less harassment and access to clean water as important or very important. About half
of those responding saw regular visits by a health visitor and more money as
significant to health. Given the strong sense of community indicated earlier it is
perhaps not surprising that ‘having more friends’ was regarded as the least important
issue and indeed was regarded by 21 individuals as not important at all.

2.8 Discrimination
Young Gypsy/Travellers were asked ‘have you ever been picked on because you are a
Traveller?’. The responses to this question were overwhelming - as the pie chart
below shows, 88% of the young Gypsy/Travellers interviewed said yes they had
personally experienced discrimination, only 8% said no (4% didn’t give clear
response).

Chart 4

Those who ticked yes were then asked to identify the main perpetrators. Most
respondents picked three or more boxes, indicating that they had been subject to
discrimination from both members of the settled community and service providers.
The table on the next page lists the findings ranked according to whether they have
been picked on a lot, a bit or not at all.

Have you ever been picked on because you 
are a Gypsy/Traveller?

88%

8% 4%

YES

NO

NO RESPONSE
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Table 7

Q7. If yes, who did it?
(119 said Yes)

A LOT A BIT NOT AT ALL

Police 49 11 13
Teachers 13 31 17
Other pupils 69 20 7
Doctor 9 8 20
Local residents 59 21 9
Dentist 2 4 23
Disco 14 14 18
In shops 30 34 16
At swimming pool 14 32 20
Cinema 5 13 19
In the newspapers 27 22 5

The perceived strength of anti-Gypsy/Traveller feeling within the settled community
is clear – 93% of respondents felt other pupils were responsible a lot or a bit, only 7%
had never been picked on by other pupils -  “they need more laws against bullies”,
“make school children respect us like we respect them”. Similarly, 90% attributed
blame to local residents. One young person even suggested they should do a survey of
how much people dislike Gypsy/Travellers.

In terms of agencies and public services, the majority of young Gypsy/Travellers felt
they had been unfairly discriminated against by service providers operating in both
‘authoritative’ and ‘supporting’ capacities. 82% of respondents felt they had been
unfairly picked on a lot or a bit by the Police and more than half identified teachers as
picking on them a lot or a bit.

As regards doctors and dentists, the young Gypsy/Travellers had fewer experiences of
being picked. Although 23% of those who responded to this section felt they had been
picked on by doctors a lot, and 7% by a dentist, the majority said they had never in
each case.

Respondents were also asked to comment on where they had been most frequently
picked on – the table above illustrates the responses made. The prevalence of public
places such as shops (80% a lot/a bit), swimming pools (70% a lot/a bit) and discos
(61% a lot/a bit) is disturbing. This supports the view that discrimination towards
Gypsy/Travellers is socially acceptable.
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2.9 Best/worst thing about being a Gypsy/Traveller?

Chart 5

Again the strong sense of identity emerged with 99% of respondents mentioning the
best thing as being either their traditional way of life, the camp and/or the sense of
belonging to a distinct community. A definite pride in their culture and heritage was
evident and 31% of people specifically mentioned their family, language and
traditions. Comments included “being brought up to old standards” or “being
brought up just like my parents” or as one person succinctly put it “just knowing who
I am”.  Interestingly one person identified the best thing about being a
Gypsy/Traveller as “no school”!  On the other hand, illustrating the diversity of
opinion, someone else identified “lack of education” as the worst thing!

Chart 6

Best thing about being a young Traveller in Scotland today -
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As regards the worst thing about being a Gypsy/Traveller, racial discrimination and
bullying, in particular name-calling, were mentioned by 49% of respondents. Despite
being proud of who they are, some respondents expressed sadness and annoyance that
they could not be open about their identity. As one person commented “some people
hide that they are Travellers to avoid being picked on”.

Harassment and ‘getting moved on’ were also mentioned by 31%, “why can’t they
just leave Travelling People to move about and make more camps” or “just give us a
break from being moved from one place to another, we aren’t animals”. A further 8%
of young people specifically mentioned the police as being the worst thing about
being a Gypsy/Traveller, perhaps illustrating the very vulnerable position many
Gypsy/Traveller families find themselves in relation to the law.

3. Consultation
In an open-ended question, respondents were asked about their contact with
politicians and the government. The overwhelming majority (85%) of respondents did
not think the government was currently listening to what young Gypsy/Travellers
have to say, only 15% felt they were already listening.

Table 8
 

YES  NO
15%  85%

A wide variety of views were put forward as to how the government could improve
this situation. The response to this section showed a remarkable similarity to the
opinions expressed on what constitutes good health and well-being on page 8 (Table
6).   The most common response  to how the Government could improve the situation
(75%) was that Gypsy/Travellers, and young people in particular, should have more
say in their own affairs.  Comments frequently included: “stop locking us up”, “just
listen to us, if they listened to us we wouldn’t have to fill forms like this in”. The
majority of respondents felt that councils and the government should pay more
attention to the views of young Gypsy/Travellers specifically. As one person said
“something should be set up so young Travellers can actually speak to the
Government”, “open your ears and listen, maybe make a newsletter for young folk or
a video to show what we want”.

The need for politicians to visit camps/sites and actually speak to the people living
there was expressed by over half the young people “come out and see us, see what
some sites are like”.  19% of those who expressed an opinion asked not only for
councils and the government “to listen BUT ALSO DO SOMETHING”.

5% of young people felt Gypsy/Travellers should have their own elected
representatives in parliament ‘we need our own MPs so they can stand up for us in
parliament and stand up for our rights”. 31% felt that there should be more camps to
enable Gypsy/Travellers to just get on with their way of life and not be constantly
moved on.
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Finally, young Gypsy/Travellers were asked if they had any other messages for
politicians. Nearly half of the respondents offered views which are listed in Table 9.
Not surprisingly, the importance attached to pursuing a nomadic way of life was
abundantly clear with comments like “give us our freedom back” and “give
Travellers back our way of life”. The corresponding need for more camps was also
mentioned by a third but not necessarily the kind of sites currently being provided. As
one young person said “why do you put barriers on sites, you don’t put them on
houses do you? We feel like some kind of animal locked up in a zoo”.

Similarly, several respondents asked for “equal rights like other ethnic minorities”,
“give us Gypsies the same rights as non-Gypsies”. And one young person just wanted
to tell politicians “just do your job and stop treating us differently”.

Table 9

Question 10 Is there anything else you want to tell Government?
 - Total number of responses - 52
Give us back our way of life/more camps 16
Stop discrimination 15
Stop moving us on 7
Involve us/Listen 10
Why barriers on sites?  Houses don’t have them 1
There’s nothing for us to do/more to do 2
They are not interested in us/don’t listen 1

The final word goes to one of the young Gypsy/Travellers who concluded:

“Some people hide the fact that they are Travellers. I hate that. I am what I am and
I’m proud of it”.

ML/KC/MC
Nov. 2000


