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The times they are a-changin’

Travellers are a large, and largely ‘invisible’,  minority ethnic group. They are an indigenous part of rural England and were for centuries an integral part of the rural economy, providing essential labour for seasonal agricultural work. The increasing mechanisation of agriculture and development of agricultural land has contributed to Travellers becoming increasingly more marginalised within society. This has been compounded in recent years by local authorities no longer being required to provide authorised camping sites, with the result that Travellers are increasingly in conflict with the settled community over unauthorised encampments and their associated environmental problems.

A more immediate incentive to action locally was an unfortunate incident in a village in the adjoining District Council area of Lewes, where community feeling over unauthorised encampments expressed itself in the local bonfire society lending its celebrations to an allegedly ‘racist incident’ which ultimately involved The Commission for Race Equality (CRE) and The Crown Prosecution Service. This incident came as a great shock to many and served as a catalyst for all the local authorities to act together to address Travellers’ issues, particularly in developing a joint policy to address the issue of an adequate number of authorised camping sites/stopping places in the County.

As part of the follow up work around the original incident the CRE visited Lewes District Council in June. To coincide with the visit the County Council’s Traveller Education Service and a number of other local community development organisations (working under the aegis of the respective ‘Race Action Forums’ in each of the predominantly rural districts of East Sussex) resolved to hold a number of events to foster a greater understanding of the history, culture and current situation of Gypsies and other Traveller groups. 

Run of events

The events – variously an exhibition of photographs, artefacts, videos and books relating to the lifestyle of travelling people, Film Society showings of films with a Gypsy/Traveller theme and a talk/ presentation on ‘Gypsy and Traveller Roots in Sussex and Kent’ – were aimed at attracting and informing the general public, elected community representatives and other local decision-makers. To date the events have taken place in the Lewes and Wealden District Council areas of East Sussex, with a further similar event to be held in the Rother District Council area in October. 

The local Rural Community Council (Action in Rural Sussex) has also encouraged participation by local Parish and Town Councils in the same areas with one District Association holding an awareness raising session at its Annual Meeting. A number of other voluntary and community organisations 

with an interest in working with minority ethnic groups – Friends, Families and Travellers’ (FFT) Women’s Health Project; Sompriti and the Lewes Group in Support of Refugees and Asylum Seekers – had stands at the events which have proved to be largely successful.


John Kelly is Director of Wealden Federation of Voluntary Organisations in Uckfield East Sussex. If you would like to discuss any of the issues raised in this article further, you can contact him at john@wfvo.org.uk.

We are hoping to run a follow up to this article covering the work of Hart Voluntary Action and its worker who is working exclusively with the local Traveller community.
Work on Travellers’ issues





A number of CVS are involved in work to promote understanding of Travellers. John Kelly of Wealden FVOs describes what’s been happening in Sussex .
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