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Submission to Mental Health Act 2001 Review 

 
Balbriggan Travellers Project (BTP)  
 
The BTP houses the Balbriggan Primary Health Care Programme for Travellers (PHCP). It is one of 9 
PHCPs in the CHOs 6,7 and 9 areas (Wicklow, Kildare and Dublin) an area which represents a 
population of approximately 8,000 Travellers. All 9 PHCPs (with an additional specialist health 
initiative) are part of the Eastern Region Traveller Health Unit and by extension, the Eastern Regional 
THU Mental Health Sub Group which are co-ordinated by Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre.  
 
BTP employs 5 Traveller Community Healthcare Workers on a part-time basis, one part-time 
development worker and a part-time co-ordinator. The programme undertakes health advocacy in a 
range of health arenas including mental health. There are approximately 136 Traveller families 
within our catchment area.  

 
Current Overview  
 
As per The All Ireland Traveller Health Study ( AITHS, 2010)1  there are approximately 36,000 
Travellers living in the state. This figure makes up 0.7% of the population. Almost 60% of Travellers 
are under the age of 25 (CSO, 2016). According to the national census (CSO 2016) over 80% of 
Travellers are unemployed. For decades Travellers have experienced racism, discrimination and 
marginalisation at institutional and individual levels. This has led to Travellers being overexposed to 
social factors which the AITHS (2010) finds has had a detrimental effect on the mental health of 
Travellers. These factors include: Discrimination, Low self-esteem, Drug misuse, Low levels of trust 
with service providers, Inadequate accommodation, Social exclusion, Long term illness, Lower 
education level, Recent bereavement.  
 
There has been no national study of Traveller mental health and associated attitudes in recent years. 
However, data gathered by Traveller Primary Healthcare Projects, local small sized studies (e.g. 
O’Mahony 2017) and the experience of the Eastern Region THU Mental Health Subgroup suggests 
the figures presented by the All Ireland Traveller Health Study (2010) still hold. The key findings of 
this report were:  

• 11.9% of Traveller respondents had frequent mental distress, defined as 14 or more days of 
poor mental health in the preceding month. This was two and a half times greater than that 
reported in a population sample of the general Irish public. 

• Suicide accounts for 11% of all deaths within the Traveller community which is six times the 
national average, with the rate being almost seven times higher for Traveller men compared 
to the general male population.  

• 70% of completed suicides are first attempts, which suggests a community that does not 
seek help or engage with services at an early stage. 

 
A smaller (481 respondents) national survey by O’Mahony (2017) found that  
• 82% of the Travellers surveyed had been affected by suicide demonstrating the impact 

suicide has on the community. 
 

1  All Ireland Traveller Health Study (AITHS) Team (2010) All Ireland Traveller Health Study, Our Geels. 
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• 91% of the Travellers surveyed believed that depression and anxiety were common among 
Travellers  

• 84% believed that mental health issues had worsened for Travellers since the recession. 
 

Policy Context 
 
In Connecting for Life, the national strategy for suicide prevention (Department of Health 2015), 
Travellers have been identified as a ‘priority group’ who are more vulnerable to suicide. 
 
Sharing the Vision: A Mental Health Policy for Everyone (2020) named Travellers as a priority 
group, however it did not go as far as to include targeted actions aimed at addressing Traveller 
mental health inequalities.  

 
In 2017, Travellers were formally recognised as a distinct ethnic group within the State. The 
recognition of the unique heritage and cultural identity of the Traveller community within Irish 
society was of huge symbolic importance to Travellers. Recognition of Travellers as a distinct ethnic 
group is necessary to ensure that their cultural identity is respected in service provision. 
Furthermore, progress in achieving equality may be measured by including an ethnic identifier for 
Travellers in routine data collection (Watson et al. 2017). 
 
In June 2017 The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy was launched. It has 149 
recommendations covering ten strategic themes2. It is 4 years old, and while there are excellent 
proposals on Traveller Health, there is no assigned budget, no timelines, no accountability and no 
targets assigned to strategy.  There has been little traction gained in actions under the responsibility 
of the Department of Health.   
 
As of the time of writing this submission, we are awaiting publication of the National Traveller 
Health Action Plan.  
 

Traveller Mental Health  
 
Travellers and Roma remain largely invisible in mental health legislation, policies and strategies, 
despite the disproportionate levels of poor mental health experienced by them, including the 
highest rate of suicide in the country. The acute and chronic mental health needs of Travellers and 
Roma are not appropriately addressed by service providers due to lack of specific guidance and 
actions. Targeted measures are urgently required to respond to this reality. Findings from the All 
Ireland Traveller Health Study (AITHS) are well-established both nationally and internationally as 
they quantify the extent of the Traveller mental health crisis, identifying Travellers as a ‘high-risk’ 
group in relation to suicide and poor mental health (including frequent mental distress).  
 

• 62.7% of Traveller women and 59.4% of Traveller men reported their mental health was not 
good for one or more days in the last 30 days, compared to 19.9% of the non-Travellers 

 

2 The ten strategic themes in the NTRIS are: Cultural Identity, Education, Employment, Children and Youth, Health, Gender 

Equality, Anti-Discrimination and Equality, Accommodation, Traveller and Roma Communities and Public Services. 

http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/National%20Traveller%20and%20Roma%20Inclusion%20Strategy,%202017-2021.pdf/Files/National%20Traveller%20and%20Roma%20Inclusion%20Strategy,%202017-2021.pdf


 Balbriggan Travellers Project 
The Resource Centre, St Macullins Park, Matt Lane 

Phone: 01 8020504 Email: balbriggantravellersproject@outlook.com 

 
 

 

• 56% of Travellers said that poor physical and mental health restricted their normal daily 
activities, compared to 24% of the non-Travellers  

 
 

Recommendations  
 

 

 Inclusion of guiding principles 
 

Consultation with Traveller organisations is key to developing an appropriate and accessible 
Mental Health service. Participation of under-represented groups in the design of strategies, 
policies and actions which affect them should be a key underpinning principle of the 
planning process.   
 
To help ensure a culturally appropriate service to Travellers, more Travellers should be 
employed in its delivery. Current policy and strategy documents which must provide some 
useful guidance and direction are the Public Appointment Service Diversity and Inclusion 
Strategy and The Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty in Section 42 of the Irish 
Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014.  There is a need to gender-proof 
employment policy to encourage the participation of Traveller women.  The design of 
actions and initiatives in training and employment should take account of barriers to 
participation of Traveller women, such as access to culturally competent affordable 
childcare. 

 
Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act (2014), mandates all public bodies 
to have regard for the need to eliminate discrimination, promote equality and ensure human rights 
are respected. Without reliable information on ethnicity it is not possible for public bodies to demon-
strate that they have met statutory obligations. Access to disaggregated data on the situation of ser-
vice users is essential to implementing this positive duty requirement and demonstrating that the 
general duties to eliminate discrimination and the promotion of equality and opportunity are being 
met. 

 
 
Travellers and Roma, along with other minority ethnic groups in Ireland, must have access to mental 
health services that are free of discrimination and that proactively strive to be anti-racist, inclusive 
and culturally appropriate in their service provision. Public sector duty legislation is applicable to all 
public bodies in Ireland which includes the HSE and means such bodies must put policies and 
practices in place in relation to human rights and equality issues within their workplace. Public 
bodies must incorporate this obligation as part of their overall strategic planning cycle and provide 
evidence of their actions in line with this. 
 
In respect of these obligations we suggest two additional guiding principles should be included 
within the guiding principles of the Mental Health Act. These are (1) person centred; (2) and anti-
racist culturally competent care. We believe embedding these two principles into practices and 
services are important in working towards closing the mental health gap experienced by the 
Traveller Community and members of other minority ethnic groups.  

 

https://www.publicjobs.ie/en/information-hub/latest-news-and-events/472-diversity-and-inclusion-strategy
https://www.publicjobs.ie/en/information-hub/latest-news-and-events/472-diversity-and-inclusion-strategy
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2014/act/25/section/42/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2014/act/25/section/42/enacted/en/html
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 Inspection, regulation and registration of mental health services  
 
There is a need to include a functioning ethnic identifier across all routine data administrative 
systems in mental health services, to monitor access, participation and outcomes for Travellers.. This 
needs to be done in partnership with the Traveller health infrastructure including Traveller Health 
Units and Primary Health Care Projects. Unless we can determine whether Mental Health actions are 
working for everyone, and if not, why not, there will be little beneficial impact on the lives of 
Travellers and other members of marginalised groups.   
 
The collection and use of ethnic data (ethnic equality monitoring) within a human rights framework is 
necessary to combat racism, eliminate discrimination, promote equality of opportunity and protect 
human rights. Ethnic equality monitoring is government policy and a number of public bodies routinely 
collect and use ethnic data to inform policy and practice. It is also recommended within our national 
policy framework for mental health services, Sharing the Vision (2020 – 2030).  Failure to collect such 
data potentially puts more lives at risk for Travellers and other minority ethnic groups which already 
have higher mortality and morbidity rates, particularly as it relates to mental health. Ireland needs to 
have this data for reporting under to the EU National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy and po-
tentially other UN monitoring bodies.  
 

 
April 9th 2021 

Sinead Burke, Project Co-ordinator, balbriggantravellersproject@outlook.ie, __________ 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 


