British Anti-Discrimination Legislation and 

its Protection for Gypsies and Travellers 
‘…Gypsies and Travellers are still experiencing
 discrimination of the most overt kind: 
‘No blacks, no Irish, no dogs’ signs 
disappeared decades ago, but the ‘No Travellers’ signs, 
used intentionally to exclude Gypsies and Travellers, 
are widespread indicating that discrimination against these groups
 remains the last ‘respectable’ form of racism in the UK.’ 
Legal Action Group (2004)

This paper will briefly outline the main provisions of British anti-discrimination legislation and examine what significance it has for Gypsies and Travellers. It will then signpost sources of comprehensive information on this subject.

The Legislation
The Race Relations Act 1976 is the main anti-discrimination legislation in force in Great Britain. The Mcpherson Inquiry (1999) into the death of Stephen Lawrence in 1998-9 and the accusation that the police was institutionally racist led to significant changes to the Race Relations Act. The Race Relations Amendment Act (2000)  and subsequently the Race Relations Act 1976 (Amendment) Regulations  (2003), that transposed the EU Race Equality Directive into British law, provide the following provisions:-
Scope of the legislation: It is unlawful to discriminate on racial grounds in employment, education, housing and planning, the exercise of public functions (public and private bodies), and in the provision of goods, facilities and services.

Race equality duty As stated in the Race Relations Amendment Act (2000) public bodies have a statutory duty to promote the principle of equality of opportunity and to promote good race relations. Public bodies need to be pro-active and to monitor the impact of their polices and practice on racial groups.   
Equality body The Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) has the duty to promote equality of opportunity and good race relations. The CRE has the power to enforce the law by taking selective cases; reviewing the law; and to take action against public bodies which do not comply with the race equality duty.
Legal redress
Individual victims of discrimination are able to bring cases before tribunals and the courts. However, Cohen (2003) outlines that the success rate for racial discrimination cases are very poor. She also points out that compensation for victims of discrimination who take their cases to tribunals are not “effective, proportionate and dissuasive” as stated in the Race Equality Directive. Also in Great Britain there is no provision for public interest litigation allowing for social actors to bring proceedings on behalf of victims and to bring class actions.
Protection for Gypsies and Travellers
Romany Gypsies and Irish Travellers are defined by law as racial groups and thereby are protected by British anti-discrimination legislation. However, in reality due to a interplay of other laws that have a discriminatory impact, in particular planning and criminal justice, the race equality legal framework provides limited protection.  However, according to the Legal Action Group (2004) Article 14 of the Race Equality Directive provides for the opportunely to challenge British laws which are not compatible to the principle of equal treatment, and could be used to challenge laws which discriminate against Gypsies and Travellers.
Although discrimination against Gypsies and Travellers is widespread many cases of discrimination are not taken to court or tribunal. This is due to a lack of knowledge that they are included in race relations legislation; a lack of awareness of their rights; a lack of access to free legal advice; and a lack of faith in the legal process.
The Commission for Racial Equality (CRE), as part of their strategy for Gypsies and Travellers in England 2004 – 2007, commissioned an inquiry into local authorities’ arrangements for planning, providing and managing sites in the context of their statutory duty to promote race equality and good race relations. This was the first time that the CRE took on board the issue of Gypsies and Travellers.

 “The aim of the CRE’s inquiry, launched in October 2004, was to see how far local authorities in England and Wales were meeting the duty to promote race equality and good race relations in respect of Gypsies and Travellers. In particular, it sought to assess the way local authorities were balancing the rights and responsibilities of different groups in the communities they serve on the question of Gypsy sites, and how they promoted good relations and encouraged integration.” 
Read more Common Ground – Equality, good race relations and sites for Gypsies and Irish Travellers – report of a CRE inquiry in England and Wales www.cre.gov.uk/about/gtinquiry.html
To conclude the Legal Action Group (2004:266) comments:-
‘While the race equality legislation has developed considerably over the last 25-30 years, it has had relatively little impact on the discrimination that Gypsies and Travellers experience within our community. However, there is no doubt that the recent changes to the legislation have strengthened the provisions designed to combat racism and that it could be used in the future to bring significant improvements to the lives of Gypsies and Travellers.’
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