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Accommodation crisis: the racialization of travellers in
twenty-first century England
Steve Garner

Department of Criminology and Sociology, Birmingham City University, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Racialization is frequently deployed but seldom defined precisely. The agent(s)
and mechanisms of the process are often not analysed. Such processes have
multiple agents, mechanisms and rationales, all of which may change over
time. The key agents of the racialization of Gypsy/Travellers in England have
historically been the State and the media. This article claims that a key
mechanism in the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers in the twenty-first century
is the English planning system. There has been a long-term racialization of
Gypsy-Travellers based around criminality, dirt and various threats to order.
Gypsy-Travellers respond to the State’s criminalization of their cultures by
both adjusting their degree of mobility, and engaging with the discriminatory
planning system to procure more advantageous outcomes. Gypsy-Travellers’
“cultural adaptations” end up further embedding the existing racist frame, in
which they unfairly gain advantage over sedentary people by simultaneously
infringing rules and claiming they are discriminated against.
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Introduction

In popular understandings of racism in Britain there is a blind spot in relation
to Gypsy-Travellers. It is also a grey area in respect to the use of the concept of
racialization. They are white Europeans, runs the logic, therefore the antipathy
felt by other white Europeans towards Gypsy-Travellers cannot be “racist”. The
relatively new language of ethnicity, and the incorporation of Gypsy-Travellers
into the category “minority ethnic group” in both the UK and Northern Ireland
(Clark 2006) enables “race” to be discursively sidestepped.1 Moreover, seden-
tary people’s responses are often presented as “natural”, generated by the
behaviour of Gypsy-Travellers and therefore just descriptive, and “not really
racist” (Goodman and Rowe 2013; Rowe and Goodman 2014). Scholarly analy-
sis of Gypsy-Travellers’ social relationships with sedentary society that centre
“race” or racism (Bhopal 2011; Holloway 2003; Morris 2000) is also quite thin
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on the ground. Moreover, in contemporary populist discourse Gypsy-Travel-
lers remain ongoing objects of contempt (Gentleman 2017).

On the contrary, I argue elsewhere (Garner 2007) first, that white European
migrant and religious groups have been racialized through combinations of
culture and economic positioning. Second, Gypsy-Travellers have historically
been racialized in a number of different ways, and that the content and
context of this process, in terms of the ideas and their forms of application,
can change over time. In this article, I make and evidence two claims. First,
that this racialization can assume an institutional form; and second, that the
most significant framing context for racialization in the twenty-first century
is the new relationship between Gypsy-Travellers and the planning
regulations.

Racialization is frequently deployed but seldom defined precisely. It is often
used as an outcome: a process and/or a group, for example, is thus posited as
“racialized”. The agent(s) and the mechanisms of the process are sometimes
explored and analysed, but often not. I maintain that such processes have
multiple agents, mechanisms and rationales, and that all of these may
change over time. In terms of the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers in
England, the key agents have historically been the State (Taylor 2008) and
the media (Morris 2000). In this case study, I make the argument that the
crucial mechanism through which racialization occurs is now the planning
process. Due to recent legislative developments, which have criminalized
nomadic cultures and closed off their space of operation, the planning
process currently enables a longstanding racializing discourse to coalesce in
new ways around particular Gypsy-Traveller practices that are themselves
responses to changes in the legal and political context.

Before engaging with the key elements of the new configuration of forces
impacting the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers, we will need to revisit the
concept of racialization.

Racialization

Racialization is a master concept in social science’s engagement with “race”
and “ethnicity”, appearing as keywords and in the titles of thousands of scho-
larly texts. However, given the extent of its deployment, its theoretical treat-
ment and development is relatively meagre. Indeed, aside from the Murji
and Solomos (2005) collection, explicit theoretical contributions to the study
of racialization have been few and far between.

We can conceptualize racialization as above all a process (thus evoking a
historical trajectory) in which ideas and practices of “race” are injected into
a social relationship, as properties of people (Garner 2013; Maldonado
2009); places (Durrheim and Dixon 2001); spaces (Lipsitz 2007); institutions
(Brewer and Heitzeg 2008; Carter, Harris, and Joshi 1987; Harell, Soroka, and
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Ladner 2014), relationships (Eng 2010), inter alia. In these examples, there are
implicitly agents, mechanisms, subjects and objects, although these are
seldom given explicit focus in the work on racialization. So the argument is
that racialization is both widely deployed and under-theorized. Here I
attempt to extend theory a little, in a speculative argument attempting to
delineate the specifics of how an institution may shape the process of a par-
ticular group is racialized.

Racialization is built on the concept of “race”: a political and social construc-
tion. “Race” has historically been about both bodies and culture, and their
ideological entwining within a hierarchical and analytical frame used to
reflect and generate power relationships: the biologization of culture and
the culturalization of bodies are mutually reinforcing processes. “Race” is
thus never only a matter of skin colour. Fox, Moroşanu, and Szilassy (2015)
for example, demonstrate a variety of ways in which Eastern European
migrants in contemporary Britain find themselves implicated in different pos-
itions of the racialized hierarchy.

We should at least query the notion that racialization is a one-way process
dominated in every case and at all times by the more powerful of the actors.
Scholarship on racialization has hitherto largely erred on this side of the
equation. Wolfe (2002, 58) argues for instance that “racialisation is an exercise
of power in its own right, as opposed to a commentary that enables or facili-
tates a prior exercise of power”. This gives the impression that racialization is
all about the impacts that the dominant have on the subaltern. Gypsy-Travel-
lers were turned into racialized Others centuries ago, but they are still being
racialized in different ways, as well as racializing themselves.

I am not alone in pointing out that groups self-racialize, or “reflexively”
racialize (Parker and Song 2006) as an everyday practice, or as a collective
response to oppression, be it perceived or actual.2 This reflexive racialization
may assume various institutional forms; political movements and campaigns;
self-help charities; websites; an array of self-affirming identity practices includ-
ing participation in humour, music, worship, etc. Much of this appears to
escape the scholarly categorization as “racialization” when it is de facto socia-
lization into forms of “blackness”, “whiteness”, “British Chineseness”, “Califor-
nian Korean-Americanness”, etc. Few of these practices are gender-neutral or
unaffected by the national context in which they take place, by the way, which
is why I suggest that paradoxically, racialization is never exclusively about
“race”.

The state

The racialization of Gypsy-Travellers by the State goes back to the Renaissance
period, when the distinction between nomadic and sedentary began to be
read as pathological and civilizational (Quinn 1966). States across Europe
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identify them as dangerous from the fifteenth century: the first piece of expli-
citly anti-nomadic legislation, banning Travellers, was passed in Lucerne in
1471 (Mayall 2004). A set of similar laws were passed across Europe over
the next century and a half, including a raft of increasingly draconian ones
in Tudor England, where by 1554 the death penalty had been imposed as a
punishment for Gypsies. Typically they were constructed as dirty and
immoral criminals and sorcerers, not included in Christian communities
(Kenrick and Puxon 1972). Such categorizing practices culminated, nearly
four centuries later, in the rounding up, incarceration and mass murder of
half a million European Gypsy-Travellers in concentration camps (The “Para-
jmos”). In post-war Europe the persecution of Gypsy-Travellers has proceeded
mainly through a range of vigilante and/or police actions backed up by racia-
lized discourse and representations (Bancroft 2001; Clough Marinaro and
Sigona 2011; Nicolae and Slavik 2003).

Goldberg (2000) and Foucault (2003) have clarified the state’s role in racia-
lization, pointing out that its control of population and the “technologies”
around such control are predicated on binaries and hierarchies: the nation/
the Other; men/women; the civilized/ the uncivilized; the productive/the
unproductive, and how in the period of European and North American
state formation, these binaries fitted precisely onto a map of the colonizing
and colonized world. Yet one key binary (sedentary civilization/nomadic bar-
barity) is absent from both those authors’ texts, but is clearly an important one
in specific parts of the colonial enterprise such as Ireland (Quinn 1966), and
very significant where indigenous peoples are semi-nomadic, in the Americas
and Australasia. In those locations the indigenous are constructed by coloniz-
ing forces as neither having permanent rights to the land (because they are
not settled in specific places), nor having earned their position through
having dominated and transformed nature (into ordered and productive agri-
cultural space).

So what work does this concept do, and for whom? First, it enables scholars
to study “race” in formation rather than as an entity that has an a priori exist-
ence; and allows us to understand a sweep of historical change, the contex-
tual specificity of particular instances of racialization, as well as the
commonalities of ideas and practices. In other words, racialization is not
only one-way traffic from the powerful, or about the behaviour of minorities,
but a social relationship in which the less powerful also have some agency. For
the actors, racialization is a Foucauldian technology of control, or the basis of
marshalling resistance through producing identities and, potentially, political
projects reversing the stigma generated by the racialization of the powerless
by the powerful. Failure to theorize racialization leaves it implicitly as a neb-
ulous, one-size-fits-all concept, thus missing the point about what it does,
in practice, for different groups at different moments.
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There is a case to be made for using a different term to cover the reflexive
and project-oriented racialization processes of the relatively less powerful.
Indeed, for the remainder of this article I will use the term “reflexive racializa-
tion” to distinguish this aspect.

The racializations of Gypsy-Travellers

It should also be emphasized at the outset that “Gypsy-Traveller” is itself an
exonymic descriptor that is most of the way to being a racialized term, con-
noting the effects of racialization on a set of geographically and culturally
diverse groups (Stewart 2013). There are obviously cultural differences
between Romani(chals), Irish Travellers, Roma and other groups in England,
for example, while class and gender (Casey 2014) distinctions are present
within groups. “Gypsy-Traveller” is being used as shorthand here.

However, the amalgamation of a variety of groups into the abstract “Gypsy-
Travellers” is also occasionally used as a tactic by national and European-
based organizations, and coalitions between them, mindful of the cultural
and historical distinctions between the groups that fall (or were they
pushed?) into this category3 – in order to obtain funding, and acquire auth-
ority to intervene in formal and informal power-sharing and power-broking
activities.

McGarry (2014) concludes that such inter-ethnic movements are unsuc-
cessful. They have achieved ethnic minority status in the UK and Northern
Ireland, which equates to a box in the Census, and automatic membership
of particular committees. However, if success is measured in terms of
health, quality of housing, educational attainment, for example (Cemlyn
et al. 2009), or media and political representation, then this “recognition”
has not yet generated corresponding “redistribution”. While the available stat-
istics are old, the last exercise aimed at measuring Traveller health in the UK
(Parry et al. 2007) identified significant discrepancies between their health
status and that of the settled population, in terms of access to healthcare; suf-
fering from long-term illness, life expectancy, etc. Most importantly, the dis-
crepancies exceed what could be expected if samples are controlled for
class, indicating that other factors explain the extent of the inequalities
(Van Cleemput 2012). Educational outcomes are dominated by high-
dropout rates and experiences of racism and exclusion (Bhopal 2011). Long-
term processes of racialized exclusion are not new. Indeed the argument
here is about the development of one key site (planning regulations) in the
ongoing racialization process rather than a claim that this site overrides or
subsumes others.

Sedentarist popular culture representations of, and discourse about Gypsy-
Travellers in Britain have long associated them with dirt, theft, tribalism and a
lack of economic productivity (Holloway 2003, 2005; Sibley 1981). Experiences
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of Gypsy-Travellers (Powell 2013) commonly involve negative experiences
with police and often being checked for licence, tax, etc., indicating their
association with cheating regulations and tax avoidance.

Moreover, even the construct of “mobile” and “sedentary” cultures should
alert us to the role of the State in racializing populations, as Myers (2015)
points out. In education discourses for example, the sedentary/non-sedentary
binary is exclusively applied to discussions of Gypsy-Travellers, whereas:

… mobility itself can be better understood in terms of an axis between seden-
tary and nomadic lifestyles in which few individuals or groups are positioned at
either diametric pole.

As with all forms of racialization, one outcome is that a homogenized group
representation is produced for a heterogeneous set of people. Yet this
always contains elements of continuity and change. Holloway (2003) for
example, analyses print press representations of “gypsies” surrounding their
participation in Appleby Fair (a major social event for Gypsy-Travellers in
England) between the late Victorian and post-World War I eras. By the
1920s, she argues, the rural, authentic and horse-focused gypsies of the
past had been replaced by “inauthentic” rural equivalents of the urban under-
class. This comes quite close to the discourse of disgust and displacement sur-
rounding the Tony Martin case (Vanderbeck 2003) in the 1990s, where a man
shot dead a young Traveller burgling his home. I suggest that it neatly delin-
eates the passage towards the newest incarnation of the twenty-first century:
the cheating, freeloading green belt space invader.

Reflexive racialization

We noted above that racialization is a two-way street in that groups use it as
means to produce and maintain collective identity. This is all the more glaring
in the case of the distinctions maintained between Gypsy-Travellers and gaujo
society. Gypsy-Travellers have a distrust of sedentary society’s institutions, and
there is a historical tension between the two ways of life (Okely 1983), particu-
larly over the centrality of mobility, attitudes towards self-employment, the
distinctions between workplace and home, for example.

So representations are imposed and Gypsy-Travellers resist assimilation
that would ensue either through inter-marriage, or dilution of cultural prac-
tices. Boundaries get maintained and culture is transmitted. Racialization
passes in both directions via cultural practices.

However, these observations do not enable us to understand what is new
in the twenty-first century versions of the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers. For
that we need to examine the historical conjuncture and trace the conse-
quences of legislation. What might change look like; how does it happen,
and what is the institutional mechanism?
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Twenty-first century context for the racialization of Gypsy-
Travellers

What is planning and what is the green belt?

In order to develop an argument that planning regulations are a major (but
not the exclusive) site for the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers, we need to
understand both what the planning system is, and the space occupied in it
by the “green belt”.

The planning system (DCLG 2015) enables the government, acting through
local authorities to plan and control a range of developments within their jur-
isdictions.4 People or organizations can develop property/land, or change the
use to which property /land is put. Those living within a one-mile radius of a
proposed development are consulted via the local authority’s planning com-
mittee. There are differential rates of success for planning applications by
Gypsy-Travellers and sedentary people (Nadeem 2012; Traveller Movement
2015). The pattern of inequitable planning permission identified in the
ODPM (2004) report has not been neutralized since then. By 2015, there
was still a noticeable discrepancy between the success rates of Travellers’
and sedentary people’s applications. Using figures from the official Planning
Statistics Data (2010–15), the Traveller Movement (2015) argues that:

Between 2010 and 2015, major Traveller site applications were on average 11.6%
less likely to be granted when compared to applications for major Dwellings. For
the same period minor Traveller site applications were on average 17.8% less
likely to be granted permission when compared with applications for minor
Dwellings.5

Why is the success rate of planning applications from Gypsy-Travellers lower
than that of sedentary people? Although local authorities are required – by
both the 2012 National Planning Policy Framework, and the 2004 Housing
Act – to meet the accommodation needs of the whole population within
their area, this gap reflects local authorities’ unwillingness to either build
new sites or allow permission for Travellers to develop sites. Such camps, it
is argued, will lower property prices and generate clean-up costs for the
local authority (i.e. the local taxpayer). Costs figure centrally in discourse on
Gypsy-Travellers (Richardson 2015). However, costs in the tens of millions of
pounds associated with eviction (Greenfields and Smith 2010) are already
borne across local authorities and central government. Indeed, Gypsy-Travel-
lers have used the courts, through appeals over planning regulations: in
regards to the Dale Farm evictions (2001–11), court bills and associated
costs fall, depending on the source (and what is included) from £2 million
to £22 million (Mirror 2012; Sawer and Ljunggren 2011).

Moreover, even central government initiatives aimed at unblocking the site
development paralysis are not properly taken advantage of. The Guardian
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(Nadeem 2012) reported in 2012 that only £46 m of the £60 m in Homes and
Communities Agency funding up for grabs until 2015, specifically for use in
creating halting sites, had been bid for. Moreover, the five counties with
the most Travellers and 25 per cent of the caravans (Essex, Kent, Cambridge-
shire, Hertfordshire and Surrey) only got 4 per cent of the money. All these
counties are under Conservative Party control.

The “green belt”, land and prices

The green belt is a zone surrounding urban areas that is to be retained as
natural undeveloped space. It grew out of discourse in Britain from the end
of the nineteenth century (Kabachnik 2010). A policy aimed at preserving
the green belt became a reality in the post-war period. This policy performs
the role of protecting rural space by preventing uncontrolled building. As of
2016, the green belt accounted for approximately 13 per cent of land in the
UK (DCLG 2016). In the debates over Traveller sites, their location in the
green belt is often cited as a reason for their illegality, and moreover, as it
is understood as unspoilt land, it can be “spoilt”, or “sullied” in the national
imagination, by “dirty” people who do not belong there (Sibley 1981).

Against a backdrop of rising housing prices, the South-East of England has
witnessed a significant rise in prices since the 1980s (Forrest and Murie 2014).
As housing and land for building have become increasing valuable, two things
have happened. First, a dramatic rise in the price of land and property that
means that for a substantial group of people, their home is now their principal
asset (Dorling 2014). The stakes of planning are thus heightened, as develop-
ment has an impact on house prices (or such is the firmly-held perception)
(Garner 2013; Nowell 2015; Powell 2013).

Second, the marginal and “residual” peri-urban spaces traditionally occu-
pied by Gypsy-Travellers until the end of the twentieth century (Sibley
1981) became correspondingly more valuable as they allowed construction
of potentially lucrative residential or business properties and estates. So
instead of moving uncontested in and out of those spaces, Gypsy-Travellers
now faced competition for their use, impacting on their mobility and
pushing them towards the even more contentious green belt locations. It is
not coincidental that the 1994 Criminal Justice and Public Order Act was
passed in this period.

The 1994 criminal justice and public order act (CJPOA)

Under the 1968 Caravan Sites Act, local authorities had been obliged to
provide halting sites. Section 80 of the 1994 CJPOA repealed the 1968 Act,
making the local authority duty optional rather than mandatory; and confer-
ring powers on the police to move illegally settled people, and to control
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movement if public order were deemed at stake. Even the mandatory regime
had not produced enough halting sites. Indeed, The Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister’s report (ODPM 2004) found that 90 per cent of halting sites
had been closed in the decade preceding the inquiry (1994–2003), while
both the Equalities and Human Rights Commission (2009) and Irish Traveller
Movement (Hargreaves and Brindley 2011) reports on the UK stated that
reaching the target number of halting sites at local government level was
decades behind schedule. Moreover, Gypsy-Travellers often encountered vio-
lence from vigilante groups and/or the police force prior before and after the
CJPOA. Indeed, experiencing vocally expressed anti-Traveller attitudes, and
the experience of being moved on seem constitutive of Gypsy-Travellers iden-
tities (Powell 2013).

The racialization of Gypsy-Travellers in the planning process

So by the first decade of the twenty-first century, Gypsy-Travellers were
subject to a discursive regime that identified them as unproductive undesir-
ables; a legislative regime that criminalized their core cultural component
(mobility); and an institution governing space (the planning regulations)
which although neutrally framed, has in practice worked inequitably.

My argument over the centrality of planning in contemporary racialization
of Gypsy-Travellers rests on the observation that non-Travellers’ principal
contact with Gypsy-Travellers is either directly or indirectly (through media
reports) to do with planning process and its constituent elements: appli-
cations for permission; opposition to applications; illegal and or dirty occu-
pation of land; appeals and the lengthy waiting between the various parts
of the process. This is true of both local and national press. The headline, “Con-
cerned residents face anxious wait over long running traveller camp dispute”
(Robinson 2015) in a local newspaper report neatly summarizes the typical
framing. In it, Gypsy-Travellers are usually positioned as the unreasonable
party, unfairly enabled by local authorities and or central government to
take advantage of the planning laws to the detriment of beleaguered locals
and especially on the green belt (see Express and Star 2016; Hambridge
2016), whose status plays a significant role in the rationale for refusing plan-
ning permission. A series of amended multiple applications over a sustained
period (Bury Free Press 2008) often forms the spine of this story, as Gypsy-Tra-
vellers combine retrospective applications with revised ones incorporating
feedback from rejected versions.

However, the relatively neutral language and framings of the local press
referred to in the previous paragraph stand in stark contrast to those of the
major national daily newspapers. The Sun’s famous “Stamp on the Camps”
campaign in 2005 (Richardson and O’Neill 2013) is better known than the
Daily Express’s 2010 series of articles leading up to and just after the
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General Elections, framing the situation as a “scandal” (Henderson 2010a), a
“war” (Lee 2010), Gypsy-Travellers as “invaders” (Pickard 2010), and the incom-
ing government as proposing a welcome crackdown on “troublemaking tra-
vellers and gypsies” (Henderson 2010b) , who camp illegally and take
advantage of loopholes in planning law.

In terms of density and content of coverage, a brief comparison of the Daily
Mail and the Daily Mirror gives an indicative picture (see Table 1). The Daily
Mail’s coverage in the twelve months to June 2017 features sixty-seven
stories for example, twenty-nine of which centre on the illegal occupation
of land and twelve on violence perpetrated by Gypsy-Travellers and seven
on dirt and dumping. Only a handful of the others were neutral (on horse
fairs). The Mirror featured sixty-four stories in the two-year period to June
2017; seventeen of which centre on the illegal occupation of land; fourteen
on violence; and three on dirt and dumping. Four are positive: two each on
a young woman who is first in her family to get a university place, and the
winner of a reality television show called Big Brother.

This categorization is a merely a sketch requiring much more detailed
follow-up work to develop nuance. However, I suggest that coverage of
Gypsy-Travellers in tabloid media frames them as a source of anxiety and
public expenditure, virtually never as normal citizens, and seldom with any-
thing positive to contribute. Their interface with the settled population is
largely mediated through planning regulations and the consequent (expens-
ive) conflicts arising. Non-conflictual relationships between Gypsy-Travellers
and settled populations (or within Gypsy-Traveller communities) exist
(Richardson and Codona 2016) but are not newsworthy. These represen-
tations are thus also shaped by what dimensions of such relationships are
absent from the coverage.

The outcome of the series of sporadic conflicts between Gypsy-Travellers,
locals and local authorities over access to land since the beginning of the
twenty-first century (with small local sites at one end of the spectrum and
Dale Farm, Essex, at the other), has had the effect of transforming Gypsy-

Table 1. Thematic analysis of newspaper coverage of Gypsy-Travellers.

Topic
Mirror

(June 2015–June 2017)
Mail

(June 2016–June 2017):

Illegal occupation/eviction 17 29
Dirt left/dumping 3 7
Violence, threats 14 12
Other illegal activities 5 3
Horse fairs 4 6
Wealth 6 0
Funeral 4 4
GT as victims 4 2
Positive 4 0
Other 6 4
Total 64 67
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Travellers into the embodiment of non-contributing, resource-cheating
Others obtaining a valuable resource: land, by flouting rules that the deser-
ving do not get. In the context of the mainstream framing, through which
minorities are advantaged vis-à-vis white UK people (Garner 2015), this situ-
ation is translated into another example of political correctness, as Telegraph
journalist Philip Johnston’s respondent demonstrates: “It seems that if you are
a member of an ethnic minority you have rights and if you are not you don’t.”

This script provides sedentary people with a tool for understanding Gypsy-
Travellers as inherently deceitful and manipulative. Like all “power-evasive”
discourses (Frankenberg 1994), it deflects attention both from the structural
parameters framing the planning regulations and the historical context
explaining how we arrived at this particular set of conflicts in this particular
way.

The conservative government’s traveller planning policy

In January 2016, the Conservative government produced new planning regu-
lations explicitly addressing Gypsy-Travellers (Smith 2016). They include an
explicit redefinition of membership of the Travelling community (that had
been enshrined in the 2011 Census), and, contra the provisions of the 2004
Housing Act, removing settled Travellers from the Traveller population. The
new definition proposed reads:

Persons of nomadic habit of life whatever their race or origin, including such
persons who on grounds only of their own or their family’s or dependants’ edu-
cational or health needs or old age have ceased to travel temporarily, but
excluding members of an organised group of travelling showpeople or circus
people travelling together as such.

2. In determining whether persons are “gypsies and travellers” for the purposes
of this planning policy, consideration should be given to the following issues
amongst other relevant matters:

a) whether they previously led a nomadic habit of life

b) the reasons for ceasing their nomadic habit of life

c) whether there is an intention of living a nomadic habit of life in the future, and
if so, how soon and in what circumstances’ (Smith 2016, 13)

This definition also parallels a common sense understanding of Gypsy-Travel-
ler culture voiced concisely by Johnston (2010) in his critique of social
relations between settled and travelling communities:

Travellers are treated as a separate ethnic minority deserving of certain rights
and respect for their culture. But if they are not travellers at all, in the sense
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that they intend to stay put like the rest of us, then surely they should be subject
to precisely the same rules that apply to everyone else.

Myers’ (2015) argument that the sedentary-non-sedentary binary in relation to
Gypsy-Travellers is a contrived frame is borne out. The state’s assertion of
control makes it increasingly difficult to lead a mobile lifestyle, thus decreas-
ing the group’s capacity for enacting a core cultural practice. Moreover, Smith
and Greenfields (2015) assert that Gypsy-Travellers who move into houses,
and especially those housed by local authorities are “de-ethnicized” in official
terms, disappearing from official statistics as a result: they are effectively
removed from the Gypsy-Traveller population.

Moreover, the phrase “whatever their race or origin” suggests that the defi-
nition of group membership is only cultural, an assertion refuted by Gypsy-
Travellers. Indeed, the response from the Traveller Movement to the entire
package of changes referred to in the January 2016 Government Briefing
paper on planning proposals (Smith 2016) demonstrates first, a disconnect
between State and Gypsy-Traveller constructions of group membership,
and second, what is important in determining planning outcomes. These
latter include; replacing guidelines on carrying out needs analyses for
Gypsy-Travellers alongside the elimination of a centrally imposed duty to
include Gypsy-Travellers in planning at all; and a focus on making retrospec-
tive planning permission more difficult to obtain after “intentional
unauthorised occupation of sites” (Smith 2016, 14).

“At the heart of these changes” comments the Traveller Movement (2015),
“lies a deep misunderstanding of the culture and lives of England’s Gypsies
and Travellers and a failure by Government to meaningfully recognize their
ethnic minority status in the planning system”.

It should also be noted that the planning policy proposals also do two
other important things. First, they explicitly prohibit Gypsy-Traveller settle-
ment on green belt sites, while establishing a planned home-building pro-
gramme for the green belt. Second, they focus on occupation of sites
without recognizing the context in which illegal occupation becomes an enti-
cing option. Moreover, the proposals make “intentional illegal settlement” of a
site a punitive “significant material consideration” in retrospective planning
applications, while a local authority’s failure “to demonstrate an up-to-date
five year supply of deliverable sites will no longer be a significant material con-
sideration in planning decisions” (Traveller Movement 2015, 1).

The 2014–16 planning proposals thus constitute a major clampdown on
Travellers, identifying them for differential treatment vis-à-vis the settled
population, and attempting to reduce their numbers through a redefinition
of group membership that runs against the group’s own interpretation.

So a confluence of factors has produced the new configuration of frames
and ideas. Neither the rise in the price of land and property nor the social
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construction and legal protection of the “green belt” in the UK are new
phenomena, but without them, the impacts of the CJPOA (police powers to
move people on and criminalize their use of un-authorized sites), coupled
with the use of the planning process by Gypsy-Travellers would not have
brought about a new normal: in which Gypsy-Travellers are associated with
illegally occupying green belt and other space; cheating planning regulations
applicable to everyone else; and most importantly, getting away with it. These
processes have had two major outcomes for Gypsy-Travellers: a more seden-
tary lifestyle for some, and/or settlement on sites where retrospective plan-
ning permission has been applied for.

Accommodation crises: impacts of legislative change on the
incorporation of Gypsy-Travellers into English space

I have argued throughout that a very long-term racialization process has
become institutionalized differently in the English planning system over the
last twenty years.

The role of the State includes shaping and passing legislation restricting
mobility, and regulations surrounding planning, enforcing these laws and
regulations differentially for Gypsy-Travellers. The structural forces determin-
ing the terrain within which Gypsy-Travellers act are clearly not amenable to
them using the planning regulations and expecting the same results as the
sedentary population. Indeed a “logic of genocide” (McVeigh 2008) is specifi-
cally envisioned in the English version, which seeks to assimilate Gypsy-Travel-
lers into the settled population and then redefine group membership so that
they disappear into the sedentary population (Smith and Greenfields 2015).
This powerful tool consisting of having the ultimate say on who belongs to
which group, is available only to the state. One of Cheryl Harris’ case
studies in her analysis of “whiteness as property” in the USA, is of the
Native American Mashpee nation (1993, 1764–1766). The Mashpee’s claims
on expensive land get nullified in court because the state’s definition of
who a Mashpee can be ultimately excludes most of those that the Mashpee
themselves think are Mashpee.

The combined effects of: the implementation of the CJPOA (criminalizing
Gypsy-Travellers’ mobility; and the backpedalling of local authorities on
their now optional responsibility to provide halting sites); and the latest
round of amendments to planning rules (including revising the definition of
Gypsy-Traveller), have produced a new context for the racialization of
Gypsy-Travellers in England in the first part of the twenty-first century.

In 2009, it was estimated by the Equality and Human Rights Commission
(Brown and Niner 2009) halting site provision was at least 5,700 short (includ-
ing around 1,000 “transit” sites).The number of Travellers living in illegal sites
in Britain is now estimated at between 20,000 and 25,000 (Eccleston 2016).
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Gypsy-Travellers have begun to seek other solutions, i.e. “cultural adaptation”,
which include using the existing planning system, and/or moving into settled
accommodation (around 200,000 of the 300,000 Gypsy-Travellers living in the
UK). Given the reduced statistical likelihood of obtaining planning permission
for sites, the principal tactic of resistance has consisted of individuals buying
land then using it as a more permanent communal halting site, effectively
sub-dividing the land, then applying for retrospective permission, as was
the case at Dale Farm, in South-East England.6

So what impacts have planning regulations in the context of changes to
the law had on Gypsy-Travellers? Smith and Greenfields (2015, 16) conclude
that:

… the relationship of Gypsies and Travellers to the state is characterised by a
cyclical relationship of domination, resistance and resilience,

and use Acton’s (1974) four-part model of Traveller response to analyse this
cycle. Its elements are: the “conservative approach” (minimize contact/with-
draw in); “cultural disintegration” (a breakdown of traditional culture and
values); “passing” (competing on equal terms in mainstream society and
disguising ethnicity); and “cultural adaptation”. I argue that it is the last of
these that seems the most characteristic of twenty-first century Traveller
responses.

The success of the state’s assimilation policy and its current construction of
obstacles placed in front of Gypsy-Travellers’ access to space and the
implementation of their culture, functions by convincing all the actors that
Gypsy-Travellers are different from sedentary people primarily in terms of
mobility. This binary is part of the racialization process: if the binary were
replaced by a nuanced spectrum, Gypsy-Travellers and “sedentary” people
would not be distributed distinctly from one another, and part of the basis
for racialization crumbles. However, the tactic of resisting through bending
planning regulations consequently brings Gypsy-Travellers into conflict with
local residents and local authorities. Media report this as Gypsy-Travellers
breaking rules and generating costs (legal fees, eviction and clean-up), discur-
sively producing them as tax and planning cheats costing the ordinary tax-
payer. Sedentary taxpayers thus simultaneously produce Gypsy-Travellers as
sponging, advantage-taking and threatening Others, and themselves as hard-
working and ethical victims of the politically correct state.

The key point is that in terms of racialization, the outcome, which is Gypsy-
Travellers living on illegal sites (be they on the roadside or on land whose
planning permission was granted for a different usage) has been arrived at
through complex processes of engagement with the mechanism of planning
regulations, within the institution of the English planning system. Yet in the
discourse framed in the media and politics (agents) it is presented simply
as a choice made by Gypsy-Travellers (objects of discourse) to circumvent
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the law: the implication being that cheating is a cultural norm. So “cultural
adaptation” ends up fuelling racialization.

There are of course significant cultural distinctions between Gypsy-Travel-
lers and those shorthanded as “sedentary” populations, which should not be
disregarded. Indeed reflexive racialization is all about maintaining them. Yet
the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers described above also acts as an effective
brake on the development of some political alliances. The racial/ethnic
frame now used to claim human rights necessarily leads to an over-empha-
sis on difference and an underplaying of commonalities. This is not an
“either/or” argument, but a “both/and” one. Using the “ethnic minority”
frame, alliances can be sought with other groups deploying the same
frame, as in the case of contemporary Traveller social movements such as
the Traveller Movement, and Friends, Families and Travellers. However,
the issue-based aspects of struggle are often subsumed into the identity-
based ones. Gypsy-Travellers are facing the full force of an accommodation
crisis, but so are many “sedentary” people locked into homelessness, private-
sector renting, overcrowding, and couch surfing because they cannot afford
to purchase homes (MacKie and Thomas 2014). Discourse on this crisis is
dominated by government, housebuilders and landlords (Dorling 2014). A
space for alliance between Gypsy-Travellers and sedentary groups over prin-
ciples governing resource allocation for accommodation exists. Yet it is one
of the resounding successes of the racialization of Gypsy-Travellers in
England that this field is relentlessly cast as a competition between
Gypsy-Travellers and others, when it might be more accurate to depict
this as one aspect of a much broader historic struggle between the landless
and the land-owning.

Notes

1. “Ethnicity” is constructed as primarily a neutral, descriptive term indicating cul-
tural distinctions, and thus useful for governance, whereas “race” is immediately
more conflictual. However, ethnicity is quite often used as a synonym for “race”
in British discourse. It can also be politically mobilised by Gypsy-Travellers
(McGarry 2014).

2. I have left “perceived” here because I want my definition to speculatively cover
mobilizations, or “racial projects” involving white people who identify them-
selves as racially de-prioritised (rather than by class) vis-à-vis ethnic minority
groups. The trick would be to distinguish the white supremacy projects from
the others. This is not the place to make that case, but it requires increasing
attention in the Brexit/Trump era.

3. For those interested in the details, there is much in the cultural distinctions
examined by Okely (1983) as a starting point, and Okely (2014) for an update.
At the 2011 Census, the first time when Gypsy-Travellers could identify them-
selves specifically, 58,000 people in England and Wales ticked this box (0.1
per cent of the resident population). Gypsy-Traveller organizations on the
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other hand estimate the population as closer to 300,000.Longstanding suspicion
of sedentary society institutions could well explain under-reporting.

4. Alternatively, see Royal Town Planning Institute: http://www.rtpi.org.uk/
planning-aid/planning-explained/ or House of Commons (2016) for a compari-
son of the planning systems in the four UK countries.

5. “Minor dwellings” is defined as fewer than 9 buildings on an area of 0.5 hectares
or below.

6. Dale Farm, near Basildon, England, ended up as the largest Gypsy-Traveller camp
in Europe, with an estimated 1,000 people living there before the illegal half was
shut down and evictions finished in October 2011.
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