
1 
 

 
 

Scottish Parliament Equalities and Human Rights Committee 
MECOPP Gypsy/Traveller Carers’ Project 

October 2016 
 

1. Context 
MECOPP Gypsy/Traveller Carers’ Project welcomes the opportunity to contribute to 
the development of EHRiC’s new work programme. Since 2012 we have worked closely 
with previous Conveners and Committee Members and look forward to doing so again in 
the future. This brief submission is based on the observations of staff, recent 
casework, research (conducted by MECOPP and others) and feedback from many of the 
Gypsy/Travellers we work with who live on sites, camps and in housing in Perth and 
Kinross, mid/north Argyll and the Lothians. 
  
The 2012 and 2013 inquiries into Gypsy/Travellers and Care both expressed frustration 
at the lack of progress since previous Equal Opportunities Committee inquiries in 2001 
and 2005. Similarly, both reports also noted the urgent need for strong leadership and 
positive action from the Scottish Government, and others, to tackle the myriad of 
inequalities experienced by, and the disturbing levels of prejudice displayed towards, 
Gypsy/Travellers in Scotland. Nevertheless, at the time of writing, it is with some 
sadness that we note there is little, if any, evidence of real and significant 
improvements in the lives of Gypsy/Travellers. 
 
Furthermore many individuals who gave evidence in 2012 – 13, and invited MSPs into 
their homes, were initially hopeful and engaged, saying that for the first time they felt 
‘listened to’. In 2016 there is already a strong sense of déjà vu and comments include 
‘why bother’, ‘what was the point’, ‘whatever you do, things will never change for 
Travellers’ and ‘nobody’s bothered’.  
 

2. Further Evidence 
There are countless examples of promises not being fulfilled or actions not being 
implemented to tackle the well-documented prejudice and discriminatory practices 
faced by Gypsy/Travellers and the poor living standards on local authority/RSL sites. 
Instead, there is even more evidence, not only from MECOPP, but also the UN Special 
Rapporteur on adequate housing, Scotland’s Census 2011, the Scottish Housing 
Regulator, the Equality and Human Rights Commission and, most recently, the Scottish 
Social Attitudes Survey – all indicating that inequalities faced by, and negative 
attitudes towards, Gypsy/Travellers remain stubbornly entrenched. Where there has 
been improvement it has usually been of a cosmetic nature or implemented in a 
piecemeal fashion rather than the much-needed robust and hard-hitting strategy with 
effective monitoring, timescales and resources.  
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In brief, the following examples may help to illustrate the kind of issues faced on a 
daily basis: 
 
2.1 Self-Directed Support 
The ‘Gypsy/Travellers and Care’ report suggested that Self-Directed Support (SDS) 
could provide a way of offering more flexibility for Gypsy/Travellers accessing social 
care services. In theory this may well be true – our research, and daily contact with 
carers, indicates that SDS, if implemented correctly, can present an opportunity for 
Gypsy/Travellers to access support that is culturally, and personally, more appropriate. 
However, just because there is greater choice and control over how social care is 
delivered does not in itself remove the barriers that continue to prevent many 
Gypsy/Travellers from accessing services.  
For example, one elderly Gypsy/Traveller lady in poor health sought support and was 
advised by social worker that she would have to go through a ‘re-ablement’ process 
whereby a care assistant would observe and support her at home for several weeks in 
order to ascertain her needs and capabilities. As is the cultural preference among many 
Gypsy/Travellers, the lady did not want a non-relative to carry out her personal care. 
No alternative option was offered and as a result, no support was provided to the lady.  
 
2.2 Aids and Adaptations 
On local authority/RSL sites tenants continue to face difficulties in accessing basic 
facilities:  
Ms A lives on a local authority run site with her teenage daughter who has numerous 
health conditions. She recently had to wait nearly a year for a bath to be fitted, 
despite having the support of both her GP and Occupational Therapist. Upon inquiring 
about the lengthy delay she was told that others on the site had also made requests 
for baths and she would have to wait until there were sufficient requests for a bulk 
order to be placed. 
 
2.3 Stereotyping 
One does not have to look far in the media to find examples of stereotyping and the 
recently published Scottish Social Attitudes Survey clearly indicates there has been 
little improvement in attitudes towards Gypsy/Travellers. The prevalence of such 
attitudes, and a general lack of recognition of Gypsy/Traveller culture, often results in 
inadequate service responses. Families often report that they feel like they are being 
blamed for causing their own problems, as if it is their ethnicity that is the problem, 
rather than an inappropriate service or lack of flexibility, as one person said recently 
“I despair at times, sometimes they behave as if like it is my fault that this site is so 
badly made, it isn’t my fault that the block has no insulation”. We continue to be 
dismayed at the lack of professionalism and regular breaches of confidentiality 
displayed by service-providers.   
 
2.4 Mental Health 
We welcome the development of a new Scottish Government Mental Health Strategy 
and support the need for it to have a stronger focus on equalities, in particular the 
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long-term impact of living with discrimination or prejudice. Over the last year MECOPP 
has had a growing focus on mental health, often using the creative arts to tackle stigma 
and explore wellbeing. We know that many we work with do not seek support and even 
when they do there is little, if any, acknowledgement or understanding of the long-
standing prejudice they have endured and this in itself can often be a barrier to 
recovery.  
 
2.5 Site Accommodation 
The Guidance on Minimum Site Standards is to be welcomed but, as mere guidance, it 
does not go far enough and there is limited evidence to date that it will in fact result in 
the significant improvements needed to bring sites and tenancy rights up to a 
reasonable standard. Committee members saw for themselves the appalling living 
standards in 2013 and we continue to come across examples of site tenants having to 
wait several months, and in one case over a year, for basic repairs to be done to a home 
that was riddled with damp.  
 
The ‘Where Gypsy/Travellers Live’ report highlighted concerns about inadequate 
heating and conditions on local authority/RSL sites. Our research suggests that these 
concerns have not yet been addressed – as part of the Heat of the Moment project, 
the final report noted raised several concerns about sites including the absence of 
energy efficiency in the building and running of sites, the lack of transparency 
regarding energy bills and tariffs, poor waste management and the lack of access to 
energy efficiency schemes. 
 

3. Concluding Thoughts 
Whilst there may be some pockets of improved practice in recent years, in general 
terms there is little evidence of any significant progress in tackling the widespread 
inequalities faced by many Gypsy/Traveller families in accessing health, social care and 
accommodation services.  
 
Of particular concern is the prevalence of stereotyping exhibited by service-providers, 
including some at a senior level, and poor levels of impartiality and professionalism when 
considering family circumstances.  

Despite the efforts of previous Equal Opportunities Committees, and individual MSPs, 
the concluding paragraphs of both the Care and Accommodation reports are as relevant 
today as when they were first written. 
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