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This paper looks at the more domestic and routine construction of conflict that occurs in the structures and processes surrounding Gypsy and Traveller site delivery and management by local authorities and housing associations in England.  Discussion will include reference to a couple of research projects undertaken in recent years, but will largely focus on emerging findings from a research project funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) published in 2016 which sought to understand the different levels of conflict within Gypsy site delivery and management in order to suggest how the challenges, complexities and in some cases improved outcomes can be negotiated.  For the JRF research, the team visited 54 Traveller sites, spoke to 122 Gypsies and Travellers and 95 professionals from across the range of public services, in the four countries of the UK.  The methodology for the research was based on co-production principles and it was designed and delivered in partnership with a Gypsy/Traveller research student as well as close working in the three case study areas with Gypsy and Traveller advocacy organisations.   In the first section of the paper, there is a debate on ‘precariousness’ which will then move on to discuss liminality in spaces and places, particularly inhabited by marginalised people such as Gypsies and Travellers in England.  It then goes on in the third part to make clear the link between perceptions of space and of identity and the impact on how Gypsy and Travellers and their sites are seen in such a negative cycle of marginalisation.  The paper focuses on the impact of how we talk about Gypsies, on how society accommodates difference or not.  Woven through the paper are references to examples from research projects, but this is particularly so in the final section which discusses site provision in a framework of ‘anti-ghettoisation’ where illustrative short cases from the JRF study are discussed. 




What’s the issue?
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There are many symptoms of an ongoing failure to accommodate Gypsies and Travellers by providing sufficient sites.  These include continued poor health, anxiety, and an increasing disconnect with the broader community on the part of Gypsies and Travellers, and poorer education outcomes for their children.  Council officers and elected members receive complaints about unauthorised encampments and have difficulty responding if there are no appropriate sites to offer as alternatives.  
 
This is a complex problem with no ‘quick-fix’ solution. But it is possible to deliver well-managed Gypsy and Traveller sites and where that is achieved encampments and associated problems also reduce.  

 



Background
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There are between 10 and 12 million Roma, Sinti, Gypsies and Travellers in Europe; they are Europe’s largest ethnic minority group.  The Council of Europe (2012) estimates that between 150,000 and 300, 000 Gypsies and Travellers reside in Britain.  The national census of 2011 shows 54,895 recorded their ethnicity as such; but this is considered by many working with the communities, to be a significant undercount; albeit around a similar figure to the caravan counts which showed just under 50,000 in 2011 and a little over 50,000.  The Traveller Movement in Britain (2013) undertook some work which looked additionally at numbers recorded in all Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation Assessments (GTAA) and found the Gypsy and Traveller population for England in 2012 was 122,785.  Census, count and GTAA data collection does not reach the whole Gypsy and Traveller population and for a variety of reasons Gypsies and Travellers will not self ascribe as such.  The GTAA population figure will still show an undercount, but the 2012 figure is closest the range shown by the Council of Europe.

Approximately one third to one half of all Roma, Gypsies and Travellers live in caravan/mobile home accommodation (either on the roadside or on sites) and the remainder in housing.   Of those not in housing, a quarter live on unauthorised sites (either on their own land without permission, or on other land or the roadside) – it would be difficult to find any other ethnic minority group in this country with such large numbers that are effectively homeless.  Gypsies and Travellers are some of the most excluded groups in British society as reflected in low life expectancy (CRE, 2006; Cemlyn et. al, 2009) and poor rates of educational achievement and participation (DCSF, 2009). There are reports of growing unemployment and welfare dependency of members of these communities (CRE, 2004; Cemlyn et. al., 2009). 
 



• Precarity & identity (Butler)
• Condition & point of resistance (Waite)
• ‘Ghettos’ (Wacquant)
• Complexity – precariously housed (Beer et al)
• Precarity and Gypsy Travellers

Precarious Lives



Contested dwelling: liminal spaces and ambiguous
identities
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In the context of Gypsy and Traveller sites then, ‘liminal’ spaces are both transitions of perception, both of themselves by themselves or by wider community members, politicians and press; and they are physical spaces on the margins gated out (more than gated in) and more likely than not perceived as ‘ghettos’.  The sites where Gypsies and Travellers live are so inherently linked to their identity and their perceived identity that the place takes on an evolving character of its own and one where it can be pushed towards the perceived identity of the Traveller residents, or pulled away from them as not being appropriate because it is ‘our’ space in the greenbelt, or because it is ‘our’ common ground where trees are grown or football games are played – not ‘theirs’.  Land is ‘saved’ from development, not just Gypsy and Traveller sites, but also any housing development.  Brooks (2016) reported that a meadow ‘... has just been saved from housing developers after a tough five-year battle’ (Brooks, 2016, 13). 

In the JRF research (2016) one example of a similar case involved an extended Irish Traveller family who were being moved from place to place around the town. A community interest group wanting to ‘protect the woodland’ that had hitherto been ignored, until it was included in the masterplan as a potential Gypsy/Traveller site, was successful in applying for the borough council to register the woodland as a community asset.  This means that if the county continued with the working assumption of a long lease, or sale, of the land then it would need to have been offered for sale to the community interest group, as well as to the Traveller family.



Talking about Gypsies
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Planning for and managing Gypsy and Traveller sites in the UK is certainly a ‘complex’ challenge, as there are a number of interconnecting strands and multiple points of resistance. The research team found examples of internal conflict between different departments of a council, or between agencies that would normally work together. This impeded sound management and delivery of sites.  In addition, there are often external conflicts and objections to plans from neighbours, the wider community and politicians.  Multiple layers of conflict need identifying before plans are put in place to communicate, negotiate and resolve management and delivery issues.  
 
Conflict resolution and negotiation approaches are useful methods to pursue in the management of existing sites and the delivery of new ones.  The methods employ real listening techniques, with open minds, to all parties, based on issues rather than historic positions.  Such a process is still uncommon, with many debates, particularly on new site delivery, based on previous positions and with patchy consultation and communication. The study found that, in the three case study areas, the councils and housing associations seemed to find the method of talking to an independent observer helpful in seeing problems through fresh eyes.  Questioning of processes provided useful points for reflection and potential change.

A survey by MORI, commissioned by Stonewall in 2003, found Gypsies and Travellers to be one of the most reviled groups in society (Valentine and McDonald, 2004).  This exclusion and vilification has been compounded by poor access to services and a lack of political power and exclusion from decision making processes.  They are seen as the group to which the ‘last bastion of racism’ is tolerated. 

This point made in the Stonewall report 13 years ago still seems to hold true today.  The language used in debates about Gypsies and Travellers from town hall discussions on planning applications to debates in the houses of parliament, to the media.  It still seems “acceptable” to be derogatory and discriminatory against Travellers.

The current climate of austerity has exacerbated the situation, with marginalised and stigmatised groups seemingly pitched against one another in a fight for scarce resources. Stricter planning guidance on where sites can be built and a change in definition of ‘Gypsy/Traveller’ in planning that appears to not recognise the cultural heritage and ethnic definition of ‘settled Travellers’ have presented a challenging context for site delivery; there is clearly a tension currently between definitions in equalities legislation and changing definitions in planning guidance for councils. But it was heartening to see in the Autumn statement changes to the affordable housing programme which reflects the need for rented affordable accommodation across the board – not just shared ownership; this must surely open the door to appropriate funding for further site delivery from housing providers.  




• Co-production – working with communities
• 3 case studies 
• Interviews with 122 Gypsies and Travellers 

on sites in the UK
• Interviews with 95 professionals including 

local politicians, housing and police, health 
and community workers

• Visits to 54 Gypsy/Traveller sites

The JRF research approach

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Worked with JC and advocacy groups in case studies

The research team conducted meetings and interviews with 51 Gypsy and Traveller residents on sites in the three case study areas (of which 10 of these were male).  In the wider research visits across the country the team spoke with a further 71 Gypsy and Traveller residents (of which 22 were male).  

The 122 residents on sites included English Gypsies, Irish Travellers, Welsh Travellers, Scottish Travellers and New Travellers.
 
The researchers also undertook 55 interviews with ‘professionals’ in the three case study areas – these included senior local politicians, councillors, housing, planning, site management, repairs, asset management, health and police.  In the wider research visits to areas across the UK the team spoke with a further 40 ‘professionals’ from various spheres of public administration and management.  We have visited all regions of England, we have been to Wales and are also visiting sites in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Southern Ireland too.

122 residents spoken to in total, 95 professionals
54 sites were visited by the team across the UK but with a focus on England.  All regions of England were visited.




• Different approaches to site management 
and delivery across the country.

• Majority are ‘ticking along’,
• Some are ‘grasping the nettle’, 

demonstrating leadership and providing 
good quality sites

• But some are also putting their heads in the 
sand, ‘ostriches’ and not dealing with 
accommodation issues.

What did we find?
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A number of councils and housing associations are progressive in their management and delivery of sites. Here are some of the key approaches and lessons from the research that many housing organisations could consider:
Providing more sites is the key to resolving unauthorised encampments in an area.  
Where sites are not yet available, local authorities should consider ‘negotiated stopping’, rather than eviction, as a more resource-efficient and humane approach.
Unauthorised encampments and permanent sites need to be seen strategically as a housing issue: data on unauthorised encampments should feed into accommodation needs and plans.
Councils and housing associations with robust Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation Assessment data and open channels of communication with residents will be more successful in managing and delivering sites.
Local authorities need to identify sites in plans and should consult with Gypsies, Travellers and other residents on their location.  
Elected members can play a key role in leading local debates on managing and delivering sites: they should be supported through training and by national political leadership.
Councils have a duty to promote equality; discriminatory discourse should be challenged in line with this duty.
As with general housing stock, there needs to be a mix of tenure, size and location for new Gypsy and Traveller sites.
Gypsy and Traveller site management can form part of other social housing management, in terms of policies, processes and standards, albeit with reasonable adjustments for lettings and in terms of equality.
There should be parity in quality of services, such as repairs and asset management, between Gypsy and Traveller sites and the wider housing stock.
A well-run site will not cost councils or housing associations money in the long-term (income covers costs on such sites), but capital is needed initially.  
Efficient delivery, resident consultation, considered asset management plans and well-trained, supported officers are vital if new sites are to be successful.
Inefficiencies occur when lines of accountability between departments and agencies are blurred.  Information sharing is key to good management.
Councils undertaking a review of their sites need to pay careful attention to future management and ownership.  Divesting of site stock can weaken lines of accountability and governance and can, in some cases, put longer-term sustainability in jeopardy.  




Neglected spaces – neglected people
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Good communication in organisations and with site residents is vital.  As are clear strategic aims and plans.  In the final report we refer to an anonymised case study’s ‘pothole of doom’ – frankly this issue could have been raised in relation to a number of sites in areas where there was an ‘ostrich’ approach.  In our case study the organisation was really starting to grasp the issue and the pothole itself was resolved – but also so where some of the issues that were part of this emblematic problem, for example an asset strategy was being developed and implemented and there seemed better connection between departments.  Also in the report we talked about ‘mainstreaming’ – this is the language used by housing associations and local authorities and where we suggest ‘mainstreaming’ should work in relation to sites is bringing an equality of standard to sites management – so that repairs systems are clear and accountable, so that lettings is a process that can be understood, whilst operating within a local policy where necessary.

The pothole of doom is an emblem that seemed to speak to a variety of people during the study – officers and residents.

Issues related to liminal spaces and marginalised people – needs stronger link in the paper on bringing out the pothole example



Not all sites are neglected
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It’s not all potholes of doom, in fact we’ve seen some great practice.  In the report we feature the work of Durham county council as good practice in relation to site design, management and generally ‘grasping’ the issue to meet accommodation need and deliver a good service.  We also visited the site that you can see on the slide, which is run by Rooftop Housing Association, which struck us as a great place to be - New site, low density – 8 pitches, green space, well designed sheds, play area for children, sufficient parking (but we also include the lessons learnt by Rooftop, for example on site finance and the challenge of added VAT to costs where planning conditions on shed use are particularly stringent).

We also found examples that are emerging in the national policy debate in this area – for example the well-known negotiated stopping approach in Leeds which we looked at the numbers in the report and could see they demonstrated this as a good practice approach on a social and a business case.  One of our recommendations in the report is that more areas should look at adapting this policy and practice for themselves.



1. Clear plans, policies and lines of accountability; 
particularly a fair and well-communicated lettings policy.

2. Reasonable pitch fees (and utility rates).
3. Clear processes for repairs and maintenance with a strong 

focus on physical environmental issues.
4. Resident participation and engagement.
5. Managing and designing-in safety and security on sites.
6. Consistent policies for dealing with animals on sites.
7. Communal facilities on sites (can be a source of conflict or 

cohesion)
8. Supportive and facilitated opportunities for Gypsies and 

Travellers in their daily lives
9. Trained staff for site management
10. Negotiated approaches to unauthorised encampments to 

bring business and social benefits to the locality.

Key ingredients for site management
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We heard from a number of Gypsies, Travellers, officers and councillors some of the key challenges related to site management and site delivery.  We looked at what people had told us and a number of thematic questions emerged. (Pg 25-26 of report)  Through analysing our observations from site visits and interviews over the last couple of years we attempted to address those challenges with a set of key ingredients that could form the basis of adapted local recipes.  Here are the ingredients we identified for successful site management.



1. Robust and defensible evidence of accommodation 
need.

2. Strategic, not reactive, local decision-making on plans.
3. Political will and leadership.
4. Good communication, accompanied by Gypsy and 

Traveller will and leadership.
5. Good site design with appropriate facilities.
6. Effective financial and project management.
7. Adaptable and agile approaches with consideration of 

the alternatives.

• An eighth ingredient – that there must be strategies in place for sustainable 
lettings and long-term management of new sites – links back to the ingredients 
for successful site management.

Key ingredients for site delivery
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Here are the ingredients we identified for successful site delivery.

There are real challenges in turning evidenced need for accommodation into sites identified in Local Plans, and then from plans into accommodation on the ground. Some of the key challenges are:
 
Identifying and acquiring appropriate land within the planning authority area, either by using council land in preference to other uses, particularly private sector housing development, or acquiring other public sector or private land.
Obtaining planning permission and overcoming local objections.  There are examples of councils turning down their own applications for sites, or including conditions that add expense and delay to site delivery. In some cases councillors do not lead positively to allay residents’ concerns.
Cost of decontaminating and/or preparing sites.  Many identified sites or their surroundings require land decontamination from previous uses, or need significant work to protect against flooding.
Expense of contracts and funding mechanisms.  Contractors may submit tenders that are higher than for mainstream housing, sometimes under the apprehension that for safety reasons they need more labour.  Lenders are not universally attracted to sites as a housing product so there can be difficulty in securing loans to top-up HCA funding.
Agencies misunderstanding Gypsy and Traveller sites.In some examples HMRC have charged VAT at 20 per cent on amenity blocks (‘sheds’) that do not have bedroom facilities, or that have a planning condition that they cannot be used as such; and so they are judged non-residential buildings and subject to VAT (this is not always the case where plans are clearly communicated and use of amenity blocks is more flexible and sustainable).




1. Recognise that site provision is the key to resolving 
continuous unauthorised encampments in an area.

2. Where sites are not already in existence, consider 
‘negotiated stopping’, rather than eviction, as a more 
resource efficient and humane approach to unauthorised 
encampments.

3. Understand unauthorised encampments and lack of 
permanent sites as housing issues reflecting unmet 
accommodation needs.

4. Have robust Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation 
Assessment data based on open channels of 
communication with residents.

5. Identify sites in Local Plans and consult with Gypsies, 
Travellers and other residents on location of sites.  

6. Encourage elected members to play a key role in leading 
local debates on managing and delivering sites, supported 
through training and by national political leadership.

Recommendations
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The study has 12 recommendations to housing bodies, local authorities and government agencies:




7. Recognise a duty to promote equality in this area; 
challenge discriminatory discourse about Gypsies and 
Travellers as part of this.

8. Plan for a mixture of tenure, size and location for new 
Gypsy and Traveller sites, as with general housing stock.

9. Bring in Gypsy and Traveller accommodation alongside 
other social housing, in terms of policies, administration 
and standards of management.

10. Recognise that a well-run site will not cost money in the 
long term (income can cover costs) but capital funding is 
needed initially to support delivery.

11. See information sharing as key to good management: 
inefficiencies occur when lines of accountability between 
departments and agencies are blurred.

12. Pay careful consideration to future management and 
ownership issues when undertaking reviews of local 
authority sites.

Recommendations (continued)
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A key amongst these recommendations is for a better approach to unauthorised encampments – namely ‘negotiated stopping’ – see next slide.



Cost of police and courts
Perpetuates ‘otherness’/ ‘outsiders’

Pressure on local politicians from unhappy residents
Poor quality of life for Gypsies & Travellers

Greater hostility in planning debates
No new accommodation provision

More UEs.

Unauthorised 
encampment

(UE)

New site provided to 
meet long-term 

evidenced need in the 
area.  Fewer 
unauthorised 

encampments.  
Cohesive and happier 
community including 
Gypsies & Travellers.

Welfare check, 
provision of 

refuse 
collection, 

portable toiletFlash 
point

Response 
One

Response 
Two

Tidier site, 
happier 

Travellers, 
fewer 

complaints 
from 

neighbours

Less hostile 
environment 
for planning 

decisions. 
Shows another 

reality.

Responsible 
local political 

discourse 
demonstrates 
leadership and 

encourages 
more balanced 

media 
representation.

Police serve notice and 
then use eviction powers 

under CJPOA

Police serve notice and 
then use eviction powers 

under CJPOA

UE

UE
UE

Police serve notice and 
then use eviction powers 

under CJPOA

Police serve notice and 
then use eviction powers 

under CJPOA

Police serve notice and 
then use eviction powers 

under CJPOA
UE

UE

Negotiation v Eviction
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And we can see here where response one is a negotiated stopping approach (based on what we learned talking to residents and officers who work with them) which is compared starkly with response two which is a traditional punitive approach to unauthorised encampment, which makes Travellers’ lives a misery, causes complaints in the wider community and wastes money – it’s a ‘no-brainer’.

Conflict can arise where Travellers may stop in unauthorised encampments, either on the roadside, on public land, or on their own land which does not have planning permission.  Government policy puts a further squeeze on more informal transitory stopping on traditional cultural or trade routes and there is an expectation to ‘settle’ whether on authorised sites or in houses.  However, it is difficult to develop new authorised sites, because of public perception of Gypsies and Travellers, it is difficult in ‘Getting past no’ during public consultation on the location of new authorised sites.
William Ury, Getting Past No, 1991

There are clearly costs associated with UEs – these are social costs (to the Gypsy and Traveller families themselves and to cohesion with the ‘settled’ community) and financial costs.  Morris and Clements in their research published in 2002 said: 
 It is probably safe to assume that the actual figure of £6 million derived from this research could be multiplied a number of times before the real annual cost of managing unauthorised encampments is reached. (pg 50)
 
There hasn’t been a further piece of work to update the figures from Morris and Clements (2002), but this is something that would be beneficial to demonstrate the cost of not providing authorised sites.  Some UEs will be moved on quite quickly with little cost, others that require legal counsel will be expensive.  

In terms of liminal marginalised spaces and people, unauthorised encampments are the ultimate.  They also help illustrate the debate on providing sites or controlling spaces.  Site provision can be a way of controlling a space, but so too can not providing a site – ‘protecting’ it from being used for transitory accommodation.
 
 
 
 




Providing sites or controlling spaces?

• Anti-ghettos, heterotopias
• Monitoring ghettos, policing Travellers
• Hidden responses (tunnels rather than 

bridges – Leeds negotiated stopping)
• Proactive ‘protection’ of space through 

injunctions
• Complex criteria and mythical spaces –

greenbelt
• Encroachment and ‘mainstreaming’ anti-

ghettoisation by stealth?
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Pgs 9-11 of paper



• Process of the research particularly in the 3 case study areas 
has resulted in more communication between council, site 
managers, advocacy organisations.  Observation has created 
a space for reflection and negotiation.

• Range of positive and improving practices is shared in our 
report & we will continue this through dissemination events 
throughout 2017.

• Recognising the challenges openly has been an important 
step – not just for councils but for some residents too: 
ownership of issues.

• The research has helped us to think about framing 
perceptions of people and place and the role of re-framing 
another reality as part of a negotiated approach to better 
site management and new site delivery.

• Finally, we hope it has created some ideas and examples 
that local authorities and housing associations can use to 
better manage and deliver sites in their area.

Why does the research matter?
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Conclusion
jrichardson@dmu.ac.uk
@socialhousing
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Thank you.
Please keep in contact

mailto:jrichardson@dmu.ac.uk
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