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Introduction


This briefing has been developed in response to feedback from Diversity Champions. It was felt that that there was a gap in the toolkit in terms of thinking about gypsy and traveller communities. We agreed and developed this briefing so that we could provide some information about these communities in the interim period.


Roma people originated in India and migrated to Europe around 1000 A.D. They reached the Balkans by the 14th Century and spread throughout Western Europe by the 15th Century. 


Today the majority of English, Welsh and Scottish Gypsies are directly descended from the Roma and many still adhere to traditional belief systems.  


Definitions of 'Gypsy' and 'Traveller'


The terms ‘gypsy’ and ‘traveller’ cover a broad range of groups and can include:


‘Gypsies’ who may be of English, Welsh or Scottish descent, and who have Romany ancestry. 


‘Irish Travellers’ who are a nomadic Irish ethnic group with a separate identity, culture, language and history. There are many Irish Travellers resident in Britain for all or part of the year. 


‘Scottish Travellers’ who like Irish Travellers have musical traditions, language and other histories that date back at least to the twelfth century. 


The Roma people who have moved to Britain from Central and Eastern Europe (of which Britain’s Romany Gypsies are members). 


People with a long family history of travelling because they work with fairgrounds and circuses (also known as ‘Travelling Show people’). 


So-called ‘New Travellers’. Some of whom may be second or third generation Travellers and/or may have Gypsy ancestry.


Whilst some Gypsy and Traveller communities may choose to practise their heritage and customs many others have adopted a more westernised lifestyle.  It would be advisable therefore to establish whether or not the client’s core beliefs are akin to traditional Romany culture.  Do not be surprised if some Roma individuals choose to behave in the manner described below.


Culture and beliefs


There are many misconceptions about the lifestyle of Gypsy and traveller people with the main one being that they live in unhygienic conditions.  Modern Gypsy and Traveller’s who have descended from the Roma, may still adhere to traditional customs which have a strict code that classifies outsiders or non Roma people as soiled or unclean. This code prevents interaction with the Gadje or non-Roma people.  


Traditionally, the two main Romani concepts related to health care are ‘wuzho’ and ‘marimé’. Wuzho is the Roma word for pure while marimé is a broad term referring both to a state of pollution or impurity.





Romani women in particular are associated with the concept of marimé, with any part of a woman's body above the waist being considered as wuzho or pure and below the woman's waist as being marimé or polluted especially the genitoanal area. 


Washing of the hands after touching the lower body and before touching the upper body is required. Separate soap and towels are used on the upper and lower parts of the body and they must not be allowed to mix. 


To the Roma, failure to keep the two sections separate in everyday living may result in serious illness. For this reason, most Romani women may prefer not to agree to a gynaecologic examination unless the procedure is clearly explained as being essential to her well being. 


Another Roma belief is that they should only bathe in running water. A shower is acceptable but a bath is looked upon as sitting or lying in dirty, stagnant water. 


Gadje or non Roma people may be viewed a source of impurity and disease because they do not observe the same strict body separation as the Roma. 


Health Care


Research compiled by the Commission for Racial Equality� reveals bleak picture of health inequalities for gypsy and traveller communities.


Life expectancy of Gypsies and Travellers is poor and significantly less than the general population


Levels of prenatal mortality, stillbirths and infant mortality are significantly higher than the national average


There are numerous chronic illnesses suffered by Gypsies and Travellers (for example, respiratory and digestive diseases, rheumatism).  


Communication and culture


In the healthcare setting, only the elder males are likely to communicate with healthcare personnel. Women are not permitted to interrupt men or to be alone with a man who is not her husband or relative.  


For the Roma, illness is not just the concern of the individual but a problem shared by the entire group or clan. When a clan member must enter a hospital, family members are expected to remain with that person day and night to watch over, protect, and perform caring and curing rituals. This cultural coming together is one of the strongest values of the Romani culture. 


Cultural care and accommodation is a major factor to be considered in planning and providing care for a Rom. Roma may be particularly apprehensive and fearful of any surgical procedure that requires general anaesthesia because of a belief that a person under general anaesthesia undergoes a "little death". For the family to gather around the person coming out of the anaesthesia is especially important.


Pregnancy, Childbirth and Child-rearing


A woman is considered to be marimé (polluted or unclean) during her menses, pregnancy and for six week after the birth of the child. Childbirth should not occur in the home lest the home lose its purity. For this reason, there is increased acceptance of hospital births.In those communities that still practise traditional Roma customs, a new baby is expected to be wrapped tightly immediately on delivery and should only be handled by his/her mother to maintain a state of wuzho (purity). 








When a baby is delivered in a hospital, the mother may want to and should be allowed to practice ritualistic cleansing.  There are rituals that vary with tribe, involving the formal recognition of the infant by its father. In some cases, the child is wrapped in swaddling on which a few drops of paternal blood are placed. Other rituals involve the child being covered by a piece of clothing that belongs to the father. Within some groups, the mother puts the infant on the ground and the father picks up the infant and places a red string around its neck, thereby acknowledging that the child is his�. 


If a baby dies, the parents may tend to avoid the baby’s body. Traditionally, the body is buried in a secret place by the grandparents. Another way to avoid bad luck after the death of a baby is to leave the funeral and burial to hospital authorities. 


Dying and Death


Romani belief in the supernatural and fears about death play a significant role in their rites and customs related to dying and death. When a person is near death die an extensive ritualistic process is initiated.  If the person is dying, it is essential that relatives be allowed to be present at the moment of death. 


When the person is near death, a special candle is brought into the room. At the time of death this candle is lit and a window opened. It is believed that the candle will light the way to heaven for the deceased person’s soul. The body is rubbed with holy oil, and family displays intense grief. 


For three days, all Roma must grieve by remaining in the presence of the dead. During this time they may decide not to bathe, shave, wear jewellery, change clothes or prepare food. They are allowed to drink coffee, brandy or other liquors. Mirrors may be covered and vessels containing water may be emptied.





Improving outcomes





A report� published in June 2004, suggested that the following actions would be helpful in improving the health outcomes for gypsy and traveller communities





Improving access to health services 


Partnership between Gypsy and Travellers and health workers 


Employing specialist Gypsy and Traveller health workers 


Training of health service staff to fight ignorance and prejudice. 


The need for Gypsies and Travellers to identified in ethnic monitoring profiles


Increasing GP registration. 





Further information





You can access further information and links to other organisations on the Gypsies and Travellers website � HYPERLINK "http://www.gypsy-traveller.org/" �Friends, Families and Travellers�





The Commission For Racial Equality on traveller and gypsy issues entitled Common Ground can be accessed by clicking the link below:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.cre.gov.uk/downloads/commonground_report.pdf" ��http://www.cre.gov.uk/downloads/commonground_report.pdf�






































Bespoke solutions





We would like you to reflect on your own practice and the provision available within your area to meet the needs of this group.























What arrangements are in place within your area of work to manage and support the health needs of gypsy and traveller patients?


























How might your own nursing practice change when working with patients from a Traveller or Gypsy background?


























What are some of the assumptions that you hear about or hold regarding Gypsy and traveller people and communities? How might they be successfully challenged?


























Tell us what you think








We are always interested to hear if you found this update helpful, so we would be grateful if you could take the time to give us feedback. Please contact � HYPERLINK "mailto:diversity.team@rcn.org.uk" ��diversity.team@rcn.org.uk�.  The information you provide will help us to develop our services and to produce updates relevant to you.











