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History and Introduction
The term “Gypsy, Roma and Traveller” encompasses a wide range of individuals who may be defined in relation to their ethnicity, heritage and way of life and how they self-identify. They are often categorised together under the acronym “GRT” in the UK and whilst they do have some things in common, there are also differences.  
To put it simply, there are two types of Gypsies: Roma Gypsies and Irish Travellers (hence GRT). Both have a nomadic lifestyle but are separate ethnic groups.  Romany Gypsies are said to have their roots in India and came to Europe in the 13th century, whilst Travellers are mainly of Irish origin.
Living in one place for this community is a recent choice for the GRT community; people were nomads for 99% of their history but over the years some have settled down.  Regardless of where they decide to live, they often take their language, memories and cultures seriously and are proud of their roots. 

The GRT community is often a misunderstood and socially excluded group who have faced persecution for hundreds of years and as a result they can be suspicious and lack trust in professionals. Unfortunately, Children’s Services are rarely seen by parents as a resource for support, rather they are considered to be a threat who will remove their children, and as a way of dealing with their fears they may feel that the best thing to do is to pull away, which can be interpreted by agencies as being evasive and unwilling to cooperate.
Given these issues, it is important that we work alongside the community in order to best support their needs.  As professionals, it can feel difficult to connect with people when we do not understand their background. What we do understand though, is that culture and cultural identity are crucially important concepts in the work that we do in Kent - a family’s sense of identity may be so important to them that any attempt to build a relationship without considering the cultural implications will prove extremely difficult, if not impossible.

The aim of this document is to provide staff with useful guidance about how we can better engage GRT families and to understand what services we have in Kent that can support us to do this.
Working most effectively with the GRT community

Engagement with GRT families may require extra thought and consideration to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children. There are a number of practical steps which professionals can take to build relationships and ensure that the needs of the community are met:
· A genuine acknowledgement of the cultural difference and preferences of the community, along with the problems they face, is a good starting point from which true engagement can begin. Adopt a position of ‘not knowing’ and be ready to learn; remember that the family are the experts of their experience.
· Take time to learn more about the Gypsy and Traveller culture.  By taking the time to learn about their culture and traditions, you will improve your communication with families and learn to provide culturally appropriate support.  A useful guide for professionals working with Gypsy, Roma and Traveller families can be found here
· Think seriously about how to present or ask for information and use media most appropriate for a group, who are likely to have extensive literacy issues, at the assessment stage and thereafter during interventions. 

· Spend some time getting to know the family, do not rush meetings and interventions.

· Acknowledge the importance of the family unit within their culture and use this to strengthen assessments and interventions through tools such as genograms, ecomaps and strength-based conversations.

· Ask the right people the right questions. The community normally have go-to-people who understand their needs and are going to reach out in a very different way.  The involvement of a GRT representative, or a trusted key professional in a multi-agency approach is an effective practice tool (you should be able to draw this information out through the use of an ecomap).
· For children placed in care, ensure that the placement is culturally appropriate.  
· Be self-aware – remember your personal cultural values and beliefs. Challenge your assumptions and biases, use supervision as a means of support. 

Undergoing an assessment can be a frightening experience for any parent but given the fear and suspicion about Children’s Services amongst some members of the Gypsy and Traveller community, it can be particularly challenging. Whilst the process must remain child-centric, it is beneficial for all parties involved if steps are made to ensure that families understand that it is not our intention to work against them but to work alongside them.  If the family are assured that any assessments undertaken will be fair and give them an ample opportunity to demonstrate their ability and desire to care for their child, they are more likely engage.

KCC Support Services for the GRT community
To provide some context, Kent has one of the largest Gypsy and Traveller populations, particularly in Maidstone and Swale. The 2021 Census recorded that 5,405 people in Kent (0.3%) identified themselves as being from Gypsy and Irish Traveller ethnic groups, compared with the England average of 60,073 (0.1%). The corresponding figures for people identifying as Roma were 2,255 people (0.1%) in Kent compared to 99,138 (0.2%) in England; 1.1% of pupils on the school roll in Kent (Spring 2022) are Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller of Irish Heritage. Many Gypsy, Roma and Traveller individuals are housed or live on traveller sites.

The real population may be different however, as some members of the community do not participate in the census.

As part of our commitment to promoting equality of opportunity for all children, young people and families, KCC provide support services for the Gypsy and Traveller community through access to the following services:

· The Equality Diversity and Inclusion Team (EDIT) incorporates the Virtual School for Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils.  The team provides advice, guidance and training to help raise the achievement and inclusion of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children and young people. Further information can be found here 
· The PRU, Inclusion and Attendance Service (PIAS) work with families, schools and other agencies to help vulnerable learners from the Gypsy, Roma, Traveller and minority ethnic communities, including new arrivals, access and sustain education.  This collaboration promotes equality and opportunity and potential for success. Further information about the support available can be found here.
As when working with the settled population, professionals within Children’s Services

should aim to achieve a healthy balance between supporting nomadic families in caring for their own children and intervening when necessary to ensure the welfare of ‘at risk’ children.  
Further Reading
“Working with cultural competence and cultural humility” (Add KPON LINK) provides further guidance about cultural competence and intersectionality.

This Guide from  Community Care Inform (CCI)  aims to outline positive practice for social workers when engaging with Gypsy and Traveller families.
Friends, Families and Travellers are an organisation that work to end racism and discrimination against Gypsy, Roma and Traveller people and to protect the right to pursue a nomadic way of life. 
Improving social work practice with Gypsy and Traveller communities | Research in Practice
1 Community Care: Working with Gypsy and Traveller Communities – Key advice for social workers https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2018/06/06/working-gypsy-traveller-communities-key-advice-social-workers/


