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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND  

About H.O.P.E.

 
The Hillingdon NHS Trust HOPE (Health Opportunities Promotion and Education) Project was 
established in 1999 as a response to policy aimed at reducing inequalities in health. It targets 
socially excluded groups in Hillingdon and has been Lottery funded since 2002.  

About Travellers

 
Travellers (Capitalised) is currently accepted as an inclusive name for all nomadic people, or 
people of nomadic origin, present in the UK today, and is an umbrella term beneath which 
several different groups coexist. In general, however, all of these are all most easily 
distinguished from the settled population by the tradition, intrinsic to their cultural and ethnic 
identities, of living in mobile homes and/or in geographically close, extended family groups. 
Travellers remain among the most discriminated-against people in society, and have been 
identified as a socially excluded group suffering from health inequalities1 .  

About this Project

  

Reasons for the Project  

1) To ascertain health needs of the residents of Colne Park Site 
2) To identify possible causes of ill-health 
3) To identify specific health issues on the site 
4) To identify gaps in service delivery to the residents of Colne Park Site 
5) To assist in the development of health care and amenities that are appropriate, 

accessible, accountable, flexible and equitable  

Project Principles:  

ACCESSIBILITY APPROPRIATENESS  EQUALITY  TRANSPARENCY  
ACCOUNTABILITY SUSTAINABILITY  FLEXIBILITY  RELEVANCE  

Why focus on Health and Environment?  

In early 2005, during a short-term energy efficiency project at Colne Park in which HOPE was 
a partner agency, it was identified that Travellers living there had serious and un-addressed 
concerns about the impact of the site conditions upon their health and well-being. Although it 
was outside the remit of the earlier project to address these, permanent HOPE staff were 
alerted to this and the decision was taken to investigate the Travellers concerns further.  

Shortly before this, a large-scale epidemiological study from SCHARR at Sheffield University2 

had already confirmed previous (practice-based) evidence from around the UK that:  
Travellers in England have significantly poorer health status than non-
Travellers, with many health problems between twice and five times more prevalent.  
Members of the Travelling community, in spite of their greater health needs, 
used fewer health and related services. Barriers to health care access were 
identified, including reluctance of GPs to register Travellers or visit sites. 
Simply being a Traveller carries a health impact, over and above other socio-
demographic variables. This was explained by the researchers as the added effects of:  

environmental hardship    
social exclusion    
cultural attitudes  

One of the SCHARR study s key conclusions was that many of the determinants of health 
status are outside the remit of Health. It recommended inter-departmental partnership work 
to address these, and also advised that:  service development is more robust when 
Travellers are actively consulted and involved.

 

                                                

 

1 Health inequalities are defined as: health disparities which are unfair and avoidable (Parry, Van Cleemput et al, 2004) 
2 Parry, Van Cleemput et al, 2004, SCHARR (School of Health and Related Research), Sheffield University 
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Project Aims:   

1) To consult with Travellers on Colne Park Site using HOPE questionnaire 
2) To improve the health of adults and children residing on Colne Park Site 
3) To improve Travellers access to health care 
4) To capacity-build within providers of care: 

Traveller Education Service 
Primary and Acute Health Care 
Youth Services 
Voluntary Sector Agencies 

5) To develop resources to meet the health care needs of Travellers that are: 
Culturally appropriate 
Gender appropriate 
Accessible in different media 

6) To develop an awareness of health issues for 
Travellers 
Providers 
Commissioners 

7) To develop knowledge of rights to health care for: 
Travellers 
Providers 

8) To develop a photographic health record of conditions on the site    

Project Partners:  

HOPE Project (Colne Park Health Project Funder) 
London Gypsy and Traveller Unit 
Patient Advisory and Liaison Service, Hillingdon Primary Care Trust 
Bell Farm Christian Community Centre 
Residents of Colne Park Traveller Site (by elected representative/s)   

About this report

  

This report marks the beginning of the project and is derived from data collected during 
September 2005 from a questionnaire-based survey (see Appendices 1 and 2) conducted with 
representatives from 20 Irish Traveller families on the Colne Park Caravan Site, West Drayton 
(a recognised Local Authority Traveller Site with 20 pitches). The (very small number of) 
English Romany people living on the site, along with some Irish Traveller residents, either 
declined or were unable to accept the invitation to take part in the survey due to Travelling.   

The questionnaire was devised by Jane Cook of HOPE and Ruth Whiting of LGTU.  

The interviews, undertaken by a researcher already known to most residents from a previous 
project, lasted on average 1 hour and were mainly prearranged and semi-formal, following the 
questionnaire as closely as possible but remaining sensitive to the individual needs of each 
family and the dynamics of the various groups present at interview. All interviews were 
conducted within the space of two weeks. Where appropriate and permitted, photographs 
were taken afterwards, some of which appear in this report. Each family representative who 
took part in the survey received a thank-you gift, of a small home first aid kit.   

Data was recorded and collated anonymously, with each survey questionnaire being allocated 
a random number in order to protect the respondents privacy. No personally identifiable data 
was stored electronically. The report is focused on an analysis of residents responses to give 
a picture of their perceptions of their health, their home environment, local service provision, 
and relationships between these. The statistical data in the main body of the final report has 
been expressed in visual (e.g. graph, pie chart) form where possible, in an effort to make it  
more accessible, in particular for Travellers with literacy difficulties. 
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FINDINGS  

BASIC INFORMATION ABOUT RESPONDENTS  

Those who took part in the survey were as follows:  

13 individual women 
7 couples  

Overall level of resident participation in survey  

The interviewees represented approximately 
87% of the families living or staying temporarily 
on Colne Park site at the time of the survey. 
Two families declined the invitation to take part. 
One further family did not participate because 
they were away at the time of the survey.  

The families surveyed comprised 38 adults and 
58 children (aged 0-16). Most of the adults fall 
into the 20-55 age bracket (29 individuals), and 
most of children are under the age of 11 (44 
individuals).    

Age distribution of survey respondents and their family members

0-12 MONTHS

13-24 MONTHS

25-36 MONTHS

37-60 MONTHS

5-11 YEARS

12-16 YEARS

17-19 YEARS

20-25 YEARS

26-34 YEARS

35-44 YEARS

45-55 YEARS

56-64 YEARS

65+ YEARS1
%
4%

6%

2%

15

7%

4%

15

27%

5%

5%

7%

2% 

1) How long have you lived on the site?

Less than 3 
years

3-5 
years

5-10 
years

More than 
10 years

15% 15% 30% 40% 

Participants

Non-
participants

13%

87%
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GENERAL HEALTH INFORMATION  

7) Do you or your family have health problems?  

Health problems, self-reported or reported by family representative/s: 
(Expressed as a percentage of the total 96 adults and children in the sample)       

Mental health problems-   Skin problems- eczema, 
Dental problems depression, anxiety, stress   boils, psoriasis, impetigo     

(This figure represents 92% of adults)  rashes 

61% 36% 34%    

Respiratory problems,  Gynaecological problems-  Musco-skeletal- arthritis, 
Incl. asthma, bronchitis,  including surgery, pain/   back or joint pain, mobility 
shortness of breath  abnormal bleeding, miscarriage  problems 

33%
20%

(of women 
and girls)

15%   

Eye problems     Cardiac, including  
(Includes frequent eye   chest pain, angina,  
infections, need for glasses)  heart attack, high BP  Diabetes (Type 1 or 2) 

13% 8%

3% 

Other Health or related problems raised during this part of the interviews: 
Insomnia  Ear/hearing problems  Kidney problems Incontinence 
Migraines  Ringworm (in children)  Congenital heart defect (1x young parent) 
Hospitalisation for meningitis (1 x child)   Autism (1x young person) 
Hospitalisation for double pneumonia (2 x children, different families) 
Long-term, ongoing treatment for burns sustained in childhood (1x child) 
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Alcohol use  

The survey respondents gave information about the alcohol use of 82% of the adults in the 
sample. Please note that the figures below are based solely on this data, and thus represent 
only approximately 70% of the adults on the site.  

Comparison of Male and Female Travellers' usual weekly alcohol intake

Don't drink Drink only occasionally 1-3 units 4-6 units 7-10 units 11-15 units 16+ units 

8%

42%

17%

8%

25%

5%
5%

11%

21%

26%

32%

16%

36%

3% 3%

23%

3%

16% 

    = Male   
    = Female   

Smoking  

As above, only partial information was volunteered about the smoking habits of other adults in 
the respondents families. The figures below have been derived from data for approximately 
73% of adults in the survey sample, and thus represent only around 65% of adults on the site. 

Adult smoking at Colne Park

Cigarettes smoked per day
Don't smoke Less than 1 1-5 5-10 10-20 20-30 30-40 40-60 60+

19%

0% 0%

4%

11%

26%

22%

15%

4% 
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TRAVELLERS VIEWS:    

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SITE CONDITIONS AND HEALTH    

2) Do you think the site is healthy?  

In response to this question, 100% of those questioned answered no .   

The drains on the site are filthy and badly need cleaning. If my kids cut 
themselves while they are out playing it nearly always gets infected. The rats 
tear holes in the bin bags, the kids are scared to use the bathroom because of 
them, and I worry about the rat poison. One even got into the kitchen cupboard 
last Christmas and ate all the food that was inside. This place isn t healthy, it 
isn t fit for dogs! (S19)  

However, several people also commented that Colne Park has many good features, and could 
be a healthy site if it were cleaned up and/or refurbished:  

[When you ask me what s unhealthy about the site] I want to say everything! but one 
good thing is that it s a good place for a Traveller site. It s near to everything- the 
doctors, the schools, shops, even the hospital is nearby. It just needs sorting out 
properly and it could be a nice place to live  (S10)   

The site would be ok if it was fixed up. There s plenty of space.

 

(S1)   

This site could be a good one, compared to some other sites where the pitches are 
too cramped close together. Here they re away from each other enough for some 
privacy. The site manager told me that Heathrow are cleaning up the land they own 
behind us which might make things a bit better. It s the council that s the problem, they 
say they will fix things and promise us the sun and the moon, but all we get is rain and 
more rain, they never deliver. We keep living in hope though because it s our home 
and it could be a very nice site if they could sort out the problems.  (S2)   

If it was all cleaned up properly, and kept clean, the site would be healthier. It s 
not healthy at the moment.

 

(S13) 



 
7 

3) If no, what problems affect your health?

BLOCKED/BADLY MAINTAINED DRAINS AND SEWERS   

AGE/POOR CONDITION OF UTILITY BLOCKS

RAT INFESTATION/RAT POISON

DAMP, COLD AND/OR DRAUGHTY LIVING CONDITIONS

LONG DELAYS, POOR WORKMANSHIP AND/OR FAILURE 
RE REPAIRS AND MAINTENANCE

SAFETY HAZARDS FOR CHILDREN

NO PLAY AREA FOR CHILDREN

POOR SITE MANAGEMENT RE HOUSEKEEPING IN COMMUNAL 
AREAS & REFUSE DISPOSAL 

OLD OR FAULTY PLUMBING/BOILERS;
WATER CONTAMINATION 

FLOODING IN WET WEATHER; STANDING WATER

BAD SMELL(FROM SEWERS)

WASTED CENTRAL SPACE/NOT ENOUGH PITCHES, 
CAUSING OVERCROWDING AND DANGEROUS PARKING

POOR ANIMAL MANAGEMENT INCLUDING DOG FOULING

OTHER*

85

100

75

65

60

60

55

55

40

40

30

25

20

25

% 

   

= 75-100% of the respondents gave this or a similar answer   

= More than half the respondents gave this or a similar answer   

*Other concerns raised were:  

Safety hazards for adults including poor lighting around the pitches  
Dust in dry weather  
Problems with electricity supply  
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4) How and why do these problems affect your health or that of your family?

Stress, depression and anxiety about or related to site conditions

Frequent coughs, colds, flu/ chest, ear, throat infections

Frequent stomach upsets, vomiting, diarrhoea, poor appetite, constipation

Children playing near dirty water, in the road etc: leads to 
accidental injury and/or frequent skinirritation/rashes

Difficult to keep facilities clean due to disrepair 
(damp/mould/rats/peeling paint etc.) 

Site conditions make asthma/other 
breathing problems worse

Other*

80%

70%

60%

55%

40%
30%

20%

Percentage of respondents who mentioned each problem

* Other problems mentioned were: 

Stress-related headaches or migraines 

Kidney infections 

Site conditions making back problems or arthritis feel worse 

Unsafe/unhealthy environment causing extra stress and anxiety regarding care of a young 
person with special needs 

5) Has your health got worse since moving to Colne Park?

Yes

75%

15%
10%

0%

No, it's about the same No, it's better The adults' health is about the 
same, the kids' is worse 
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6) How can the site become healthier? What changes would you like to see?  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

1

% of respondents who gave this answer

Thorough repair and more regular maintenance of the drains and sewers

New/warmer/more comfortable sheds/bathrooms/kitchens

More effective rat control

Safe, clean play area for the children

Improve site management/housekeeping*

Address site safety hazards**  

 = More than half the respondents gave this or a similar answer  

*Answers in this category included:   

Improve site management re general cleanliness and hygiene 
Arrange regular sweeping of road and communal areas 
Provide better refuse storage facilities (e.g. wheelie bins) 
Ensure reliable refuse collection 
Site manager to take responsibility for dealing effectively with issues and problems of 
general concern, e.g. around animal management and fouling.  

**Answers in this category included:   

Fix up safety hazards in communal areas of the site 
Repair and maintain road surface 
Put dangerous wasted central area to some practical use.      

Other suggestions/requests:  

Install boilers inside the sheds, not outside 
Repair or replace gates/fences at pitch entrances where these are broken 
Better lighting around the pitches at night 
For Colne Park to get the same services that people in Council housing get 

 



 
10

FURTHER COMMENTS FROM COLNE PARK RESIDENTS, ON

  
DRAINS

  
I try to unblock the drains on the pitch myself, I even got some wire mesh and 

put it around them to try to stop things falling down them, but the ones outside 
the pitches still flood. My brother unblocked the one outside my pitch for me, 
but it didn t last long before it was blocked up again. (S4)  

The drains and sewerage are in very bad condition- they overflow and the children are 
always getting into the dirty water. They are the most important thing that needs doing 
on this site. (S2)  

The drains here are never cleaned out properly, and because of that the toilets 
are always blocking. The drains should be repaired and made bigger, or at least 
they need unblocking and cleaning much better and much more often.

 

(S17; S9)  

The drains need to be cleared and kept clear- they should put something across them 
so that the kids can t drop things down them  (S15)  

UTILITY BLOCKS

  

One of the old plastic windows in my shed, it just fell out last year, and the council 
fitted me one proper glass window in but they wouldn t replace the other plastic ones 
even though they re of the same age and they are loose too. I ve had to put nails in the 
windowsills because I m afraid they might fall out as well and hit my kids. The 
plastering in the kitchen was redone not that long ago, but it s fell off already because 
of the damp in there. The back wall in the bathroom is all cracked, I ve put things up 
against it so that doesn t fall down on us too. (S4)  

My shed has a bath with a shower over it but the shower has been broken for 
years. I m on disability, I ve got back problems and I can t use the bath properly 
now, I can t get in and out. I ve asked them to put a shower in that I could use 
more easily, but they won t. Sometimes, especially when its cold weather I just 
can t wash out there, its too hard for me  (S14)  

The sheds are falling apart; cracks on the walls, damp, the windows all rotten. (S6)  

If you ask me the sheds are beyond repair, everything is wrong with them. They 
want knocking down and rebuilding (S2; S13)  

The ceiling in my kitchen is leaking and looks like it might fall down. The doors and 
windows are old and cracked, and they have been painted too many times, so the 
paint just peels off. The light in my bathroom doesn t work.  (S15)  

RATS

  

We have to bring food into the trailer at night- we can t leave it in the kitchen. The 
sheds are not fit to put a dog in, never mind cook- you can t leave anything out. (S13)  

The dogs here are doing the council s job. There is a very bad problem with the 
rats, my kids are afraid to go out to use the toilet at night, I have to get up to go 
with them. That s 7 kids, and 6 use the toilet. Just think about it, I have to get up 
every time one of them needs to go in the night. (S4)  

One time they came and put rat poison down when we were out. They didn t inform us 
they were coming or let us know about it in any way. It s very worrying because if we 
don t know it s been put down we can t warn our kids about it, and we might not see  
straight away so they could be harmed. (S2) 
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LIVING CONDITIONS

  
In winter the sheds are too cold to wash in, and you don t even want to go to the 

loo in there its that cold sometimes

 
(S15)   

We waited months for the Council to put a new sink and some cupboards in our 
kitchen because we had nothing. They finally came but now we can t use them 
because already they are full of damp, it started coming through the wall behind. The 
door to the shed is broken too and they didn t fix that, it doesn t close. (S11)  

I had to have a c-section when I gave birth and I was terrified after I came home 
of the wound getting infected because the bathrooms here are so old and 
unhygienic with damp and rats in them and everything. I couldn t bath out there I 
had to go to my mum s house or another relative to the use the bathroom  (S20)   

The sheds are too cold to use in the winter. They need to be heated and insulated 
properly. The insulating stuff in them is old and rotten and doesn t do anything. (S9)  

REPAIRS

  

We were promised new windows for the shed 12 year ago but never got them. 
The old ones are not glass, they re plastic, you can t see through them. (S14)  

We ve been waiting months for the council to come out and fix up the shed. They sent 
an inspector to come and look, but she didn t turn up until the end of August and we 
are still waiting for the repairs now a month later. She came out and told me what I 
needed but then just went away again- but I know all too well what I need! We don t 
want any more inspectors or visits or people telling us what we already know, we just 
want the work to be done so we can use our shed properly. (S7)  

The gate to my pitch was broken since I moved here. I asked the council if they 
could fix it but they said they don t do the gates, and to fix it myself. I can t 
afford it though, so it s still broken. It s a big worry now that my little boy is 
running around and getting into everything, I m afraid of him getting out. (S10)   

The council are always fobbing us off with bad work. They came to repair the skirting 
boards in our shed not long ago but they didn t do it properly and they fell off. (S12)  

...CHILDREN, PLAY & SAFETY

  

Someone came round a few years back and said that they were going to put in a 
playground for the kids. At the time though, we had a few kids here who were a bit 
wild, and because of that we asked if they could not put any swings in. It was like they 
took that to mean we didn t want the playground at all, and it never got done. (S2)  

It s not safe here, especially for kids. All ages play in the road, and jumping 
across the bollards round the middle, and they are always falling and hurting 
themselves. One little girl slipped from off a bollard last week and skinned her 
nose. And there are too many motors. We had a puppy killed by someone 
backing up blind because of all the motors parked around the corner. (S15)  

I have a child with autism and its very hard to look after him here because of all the 
health and safety dangers around. I find it stressful and they told me he should go into 
residential but I didn t want to, he s our son and he belongs with his family. We can 
cope and look after him fine, it s just the site makes it harder and more worrying. (S2)   

There s lots of dangerous things around this site.  My kids are always getting 
sick, cut and bruised. They should build a safe play area in that middle bit. (S12) 
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REFUSE AND GENERAL SITE MANAGEMENT

  
We need proper bins, the rats and dogs get into the rubbish all the time  (S3)  

Nobody ever comes to clean or sweep the site, and the bin men sometimes leave 
people s rubbish behind. We need wheelie bins. (S11)  

The problem with the rats is caused partly by the council and partly by the 
tenants. We need them to clean properly round the site and keep the drains 
clean, but we should also have proper bins and site rules about rubbish that 
everyone keeps. A Traveller site manager, or a manager who understands 
Travellers really well, could keep everything properly in order  (S15)  

The sweepers should come up once or twice a week to clean the road. They used to 
come but I haven t seen them for ages (S8)  

THE PLUMBING

  

The boilers haven t been checked since I ve been here (7 years) and I ve been told 
they haven t since the sheds were built. The water from my boiler smells bad (S4)  

The boilers are too old. B [a Traveller who has lived on the site for many years] told 
me that they are the same ones that was put in 20 years ago and they haven t 
been done since. The water that comes out of mine is brown, like, rusty. I told 
the site manager about it and he said I just have to let it run until its clear. I don t 
like it though, and it tastes bad, so I often get water from next door. (S2)  

My boiler is outside, which I don t understand.  If it was inside it would help to keep the 
shed warm, and it might be cheaper. (S9)  

FLOODING

  

When it rains a lot the flood water can be anywhere between 1 and 2 feet high in 
places outside our pitch. We have to climb over the fence to get to the next pitch, 
because it s too deep to walk round the normal way, you need Wellingtons to get 
through it. One time not long ago there was so much water the children wanted to 
swim in it like it was a swimming pool, they didn t understand why they couldn t. After it 
dries, it leaves muck everywhere. (S11)   

When we get a lot of rain, the drains around my pitch flood. Afterwards the 
standing water can be 2ft deep, it is filthy and it doesn t drain away for ages. My 
kids have had itchy skin and rashes after playing out around that water. (S6)  

There is a lot of standing water around the site after it rains and it s not hygienic. They 
need to clear and repair the drains so it can run away more quickly

 

(S14)   

THE SMELL

  

The stink of sewerage from the drains is really bad sometimes, the smell makes 
me feel sick, its one of the worst things about living here  (S8)  

Someone needs to get the sewers here sorted out. They smell terrible. (S7)  

When the drains overflow and the pitch floods there is always a smell of 
sewage. Sometimes it comes from the toilets too (S20) 
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WASTED SPACE

  
There are sometimes problems here caused by overcrowding on other pitches, extra 
people staying with family who shouldn t really be here. It s stressful for the rest of us 
but it s not their fault. They have nowhere else to go. It s the council s fault, they should 
make more pitches. (S9)  

There are people on this site who shouldn t be here and because of that there is 
more litter, more kids, more dogs but even though its stress for us we don t 
really blame them. Where are they supposed to go to? Why did the council take 
pitches off here when people were living on them?  The middle of the site is 
useless now and dangerous for the kids. (S15)  

The big space in the middle of the site is wasted- there s nothing in it and it s 
dangerous for the kids. Then there are cars parked on every corner all over the road, 
and too many people crowded on one bay. I can t get a pitch of my own because there 
aren t enough. I m waiting for a house, but until one comes up I ve nowhere else to go. 
It s hard, there s no privacy with so many of us sharing. (S1)   

ANIMAL MANAGEMENT

  

Some of the dogs here are fine, but there are others that are always loose and 
always barking. The noise can be stressful but we don t like to say anything. It 
would be better for someone like the site manager to take responsibility for 
talking to people about it when there is a problem, because we don t want to 
upset anyone. (S9)   

There are too many dogs running around this site  (S14)  

There is a problem with dogs here- the ones that are allowed to run loose do 
foul the roads and the places where the children play. It s very dirty and it makes 
me angry. (S15)  

POOR HEALTH

  

The kids go to the doctor more than ever before since we came to live at Colne Park, 
and my son always had asthma but now its worse and he s on an inhaler  (S4)  

Some days I m so depressed I don t want to get up and don t feel like doing 
anything. A lot of it is because of the state of this place- everything broken and 
old and dirty. When you re depressed already it only makes you feel worse to 
get up and see the state of it. (S10)  

The doctor is sick of seeing us, my kids are always unhealthy  (S10) 
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Photographic record of general living conditions at Colne Park:  

Blocked drain on family pitch (shown in dry weather) No drain cover: Mesh visible  
in picture was put down by resident.           

  

Damp coming in from behind newly fitted (2 weeks previously) kitchen cupboard 
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Back of utility block & boiler, old insulation falling down from inside roof               

     

Bathroom, damp & with missing extractor fan 

 


