New Connections, Old Exclusions: Ethnic Minorities in Ireland’s Information Society

Introduction

New Connections, launched in April 2002, is the second Irish Government Action Plan on the Information Society (Department of An Taoiseach, 2002).  The first was launched in January 1999.  The two documents elaborate on the government’s ambition and strategies to spread the benefits of Ireland’s fast-developing Information Society to all citizens and to make Ireland a leading centre for e-business and knowledge-based economic activity.  They emphasise, among others, the following policy strands:  Telecommunications infrastructure, eGovernment, eBusiness, Research & Development, Lifelong Learning and eInclusion. 
According to the first ‘progress report’ (Hanafin Online, 2003) on New Connections published in February 2003, ‘considerable progress’ has been made under the different policy strands, including 14 projects that had been completed and 83 others that were on target.  The progress report, initiated by the Information Society Policy Unit (ISPU) of the Department of the Taoiseach (Prime Minister), is just one of many testimonies to the rapid advance of the Information Society in Ireland.  Independent, non-governmental and external sources support, to a large extent, the views and optimism reflected in the progress report.  In January this year, Ireland was voted the world’s most global country for the second year in a row by the US-based Foreign Policy Magazine (www.foreignpolicy.com).  The A.T. Kearney/Foreign Policy Magazine Globalisation Index measures economic, social, political, and technological integration in 62 countries representing 85% of the world’s population and more than 95% of world economic output. 

Closer to home, figures released by the Central Statistics Office in 2001 (CSO, 2001) indicated that 262,700 Irish households (or 20.4 % of the total number of households in Ireland) had a computer connected to the Internet as at the end of 2000, a huge jump from the 5% in the two years prior to that survey.  In addition, 15,800 households (or 1.2%) had Internet access via the television, 26,000 (or 2%) through a WAP phone and 5,000 (or (0.4%) via a games console.  Other studies conducted between 2000 and 2002 by Eurobarometer, on behalf of the European Commission, also revealed a steady increase in the number of households in Ireland that have access to the Internet.  From a low 17.5% in March 2000, it increased to 46.2% in June 2001 and to 47.9% in June 2002.  The 47.9% for 2002 compares favourably with the EU average of 37.7% and puts Ireland firmly at the cutting edge on the range of Internet uses (European Commission, 2001).  More recently, Ireland was ranked second (first position was occupied by Sweden) of 18 European countries in a survey of the percentage of basic public services that were available online in the second half of last year.  The survey, conducted by Cap Gemini Ernst and Young on behalf of the European Commission, was released in February this year (Irish Times, 2003). 

But progress for the country as a whole often does not translate to progress for all its constituent parts, as has been demonstrated in other advanced information societies.  For example, despite the huge advances made by the United States in overall Internet penetration between 1998 and 2000, large gaps remained “regarding Internet penetration rates among households of different races and ethnic origins” (NTIA, 2000).  The negative difference between Internet access rates for Black households and the national average rate was 18 percentage points in August 2000 while that between Hispanic households and the national average rate was 17.9 percentage points.

In Ireland, there have been no specific studies on Internet access by immigrants and ethnic minority groups, however, a survey conducted by MRBI in 2000 on behalf of the Information Society Commission (ISC) indicated that access and usage gaps existed among those from different socio-economic backgrounds.  Only 9% of the total respondents were considered to be getting the most benefits from the Internet and other ICTs and they were mainly persons in the high-income, middle and upper class groups and those with third-level education.  The survey also revealed that 87% of students and 64% of those in the workplace are familiar with PCs, compared to 30% of unemployed people.  While 87% of white collar workers were familiar with PCs, just half of skilled manual workers had the same level of knowledge (ISC, 2000).  Though the survey was not specifically about immigrants and ethnic minorities, the findings are relevant for assessing the status of ICT usage by members of these groups.  As we will demonstrate in the case of Africans and Travellers, many persons in these groups fall into the lower socio-economic strata, which many studies have shown, are most vulnerable to exclusion from the information society.

In this paper, we argue that a new information economy and network society (Castells, 2000) has emerged in Ireland and that access to ICTs is critical for the inclusion of the country’s marginalized immigrant and ethnic minority groups in this new society.  To improve access for these groups and narrow the digital inequality, we call for specific and targeted measures.  It is also our contention that the ambitions and strategies of the Government’s Information Society Policy Unit (ISPU) have emphasised eBusiness and eGovernment to the detriment of eInclusion, especially as it relates to people from minority ethnic groups.  A critical analysis of the policies and activities of the ISPU and its affiliate bodies confirms this view.  It is also our contention that the membership of the ISPU and/or its organs, for example the Information Society Commission (ISC), must include members or representatives of minority ethnic groups/immigrants to give these groups a say in policy formulation and implementation and to enable the unit meet the goal of spreading the benefits of the information society to all members of Irish society. 

In the sections that follow, we will briefly describe the processes of and the institutions for the formulation and implementation of the information society policies in Ireland.  We hope to demonstrate that the activities of the ISPU and its organs have been geared mainly at promoting e-Business and e-Government and that this may be due, in large measure, to the fact that representatives of government and the business sector dominate the institutions.  The next section will analyse the many changes that have taken place on the ethnic and cultural landscape of Ireland, with specific focus on the histories and presence of Africans and Travellers in the country.  This will include a review of their experience of poverty/social exclusion and their access (or lack of it) to ICTs. 

The concluding sections will assess the experiences of African and Traveller groups with the Community Application of Information Technology (CAIT), the first major government-sponsored programme, aimed at promoting awareness and usage of ICT among socially and economically disadvantaged groups and late adopters of technology.  We hope to establish the extent to which African and Traveller groups have profited from this initiative.  Our concluding remarks will enumerate the shortcomings of CAIT and make specific suggestions for improving the workability of such initiatives and for narrowing the digital inequality that is threatening to put Ireland’s immigrant and ethnic minority groups outside of the country’s fast developing information society. 

Ireland's Information Society Machinery

The Information Society Policy Unit (ISPU), located in the Department of the Taoiseach, is the main engine for the formulation, implementation and monitoring of Ireland’s information society policies (www.taoiseach.gov.ie).  Headed by a Minister of State since May 2002, the Unit is responsible for coordinating the Information Society agenda across all Government departments.  It describes its seven key priorities as:

· The delivery of robust telecommunication facilities

· Promotion of universal engagement and participation in the information society

· Promotion of eGovernment

· Promotion of enhanced eBusiness capacity

· Promotion and facilitation of lifelong learning

· Promotion of research and development; and 

· Promotion of a supportive legal and regulatory environment

Although the Unit’s main responsibility is to develop policies and advise the Government on the above areas, it is directly involved in the eGovernment (delivery of integrated public services) and eCabinet (application of ICTs to the entire Cabinet process) initiatives, administration of the information society fund and liaising with the European Union and other external partners (www.taoiseach.gov.ie).  Minister of state, Ms Mary Hanafin, currently oversees the unit and her responsibilities are to: 

· Co-ordinate policy to ensure the continued development of the Information Society in Ireland

· Promote and monitor the implementation of national policies

· Represent Ireland at European and other international fora on Information Society issues

The ISPU is divided into four sections, each catering for key aspects of its operation.  Apart from the ISPU there is a Cabinet Committee on the Information Society chaired by the Taoiseach which includes the Tánaiste (Deputy Prime Minister) and ministers of all the main government departments.  At departmental level, there is the eStrategy Group of Secretaries General, which addresses national eStrategy issues and the Assistant Secretaries eGovernment Implementation Group charged with ensuring that the policies of the Information Society are implemented in a coordinated manner across all Government departments and agencies. 

The Information Society Commission (ISC), set up by the Taoiseach in 1997, operates as an independent advisory body to promote awareness and understanding of ICT amongst the general public.  Its other terms of reference include (www.isc.ie): 
●
To highlight the challenges and opportunities presented by Information Society developments.

●
To Monitor Ireland's performance in its evolution as an Information Society, both nationally and internationally.

●
To identify areas of co-operation with other jurisdictions, including establishment of links with the Northern Ireland Information Age Initiative

●
To establish advisory groups, as required, to provide expert advice on specific areas of public policy development

The 21-member Commission (one member resigned in September 2002) draws its membership from business, public and private sector agents and government.  The ISC has set up seven working groups to look into the following areas: Futures, Learning, eInclusion, Telecommunications Infrastructure, eGovernment, eBusiness and Legal Affairs (www.isc.ie).  The eInclusion group is headed by the director of the National Adult Literacy Agency.  Its other seven members are drawn from the South Dublin County Council, Forum of People with Disabilities, the Department of the Taoiseach, Dundalk Institute of Technology, The Wheel, Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs and Meath County Council.  Its terms of reference include: 
· To consider the issues relating to eInclusion in the context of the Commission's terms of reference 

· To identify, having regard to current public policy developments, the priorities that need to be addressed in this area to support Ireland's economic and social development as an Information Society 

· To bring forward proposals to the Commission to support the preparation of appropriate recommendations to Government in this area, in the context of the Commission's role as an independent advisory body to Government. 

With a membership drawn from mostly ‘white’, middle-class and settled Irish citizens, we contend quite simply that the present information society machinery in Ireland is ill-equipped to meet the tastes, needs and demands of a multi-ethnic and a multi-cultural Ireland.  The Information Society Commission (ISC), in our view, is an opportunity for the government to demonstrate a willingness to incorporate the voices and opinions of members of immigrant/ethnic minority groups into policy formulation and implementation.  But neither the ISC nor its subgroups has a member or representative of immigrant/ethnic minority groups.  We believe that this total absence of ethnic minority membership or representation on the information society machinery has meant a crucial lack of contribution to the formulation and shaping of Ireland’s information society policies.  This situation, we contend, could partly explain why the programmes and activities of the entire information society machinery are skewed against them.  

Ireland: From a country of emigrants to one of immigrants

Ireland, until the very recent past, was a country of re-occurring and sometimes massive emigration.  This, however, does not mean that there were no immigrants and minority ethnic groups (for example, Jews, Travellers, Chinese) in the country before the pronounced presence of the visible ‘other’ from the 1990s.  In-migration and minority ethnic groups “have been a reality in Ireland long before the moral panics created by the arrival of a relatively small number of asylum seekers in the 1990s (Lentin, 2001).”  Dr Ronit Lentin’s perception is shared by Fintan O’Toole (2000), Piarais MacEinri (2000), and Robbie McVeigh (2002).  Prior to the mid-1990s when in-migration surpassed out-migration for the first time, immigration to Ireland was low, intermittent and mainly from the United Kingdom, the United States of America and continental Europe.  The immigrant groups consisted mainly of retirees and high-skills immigration (mostly non-permanent) within the multinational sector (MacEinri, 2001).

The economic boom of the 1990s (also known as the Celtic Tiger) and a dramatic rise in the general East-West and South-North migrations resulted in the most profound changes in the volume and categories of newcomers to Ireland.  The Celtic Tiger was itself the result of an economic thrust that encouraged Direct Foreign Investment (DFI) into Ireland, beginning in the late 1950s when the government dumped protectionist economic policies for a more open one.  Further incentives, including zero (and later low) export taxes, for multi-national companies to relocate to Ireland were introduced in the 1990s (MacEinri, 2001).  This measure, coupled with the introduction of the Partnership for Prosperity and Fairness
 (PPF), made Ireland an investment paradise for the multinational companies. 

As multinational companies came into Ireland in large numbers, the economy experienced growth in real terms.  Close to half a million new jobs were created between 1991 and 2000 amounting to a 43% addition to the labour force.  The unemployment rate fell drastically, from over 15% in 1993 to 6% in 1999 and to 3.9% in March 2001 (MacEinri, 2001).  Towards the end of the 1990s, economic experts were warning that manpower shortage could pose a serious problem to continued economic growth.  The government, among other measures, reached out to outsiders – non-Irish nationals and returning Irish migrants in order to meet employers’ demand for labour. 

Between 1995 and 2000 approximately a quarter of a million people immigrated to Ireland, about 7% of the 1996 population.  Half of these were returned Irish migrants and just over 30% came from the UK and continental Europe.  According to figures released by the Central Statistics Office (CSO, 2000), only 29,400 or 12% over the five years came from outside Europe and the US, continuing a trend that began before the increase in in-migration (MacEinri, 2001).  Net immigration reached 26,300 in 2001, as against 20,000 in April 2000.  The total number of immigrants increased to 46,200 in 2001 while the number of emigrants declined to 19,900, the first time it fell to that level in many years.  The Chinese were, in 2001, the largest group of non-European and non-EEA migrants to Ireland, a position usually occupied by the citizens of the United States (Ingoldsby, 2002).

In recent years, the majority of immigrants (excluding returning Irish emigrants) from outside the UK and the EU were mostly workers and students.  Some came in as spouses or relatives of established immigrants.  Statistics on students and family re-unification emigrants are sketchy and unreliable.  Most of the information and statistics on foreign students are gathered from the Higher Education Authority (HEA), the Irish Tourist Board and from official pronouncements of state departments and officials. 

Bord Failte's (www.ireland.travel.ie/tourism facts) Survey of Overseas Travellers in 2000 showed that about 99,000 said they came into Ireland to study the English Language.  This figure represented a slight decrease to the 139,000 who came into Ireland in 1998 for the same purpose and the 116,000 in 1999.  However, these figures may have underestimated the actual number of people coming to Ireland to study the English Language because the survey only covers respondents that are 16 years and above.  Those residing in the country for over one year are also excluded from the surveys. 

Statistics on labour immigrants, judged by the number of work permits issued by the state, appear to be more accessible and reliable.  In 1999, the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment issued a total of 6,262 work permits (including renewals) as against the 5,716 it issued in 1998.  This figure rose to 18,061 in 2000, 36,431 in 2001 and 40,321 in 2002.  The highest number of permits in 2000 and 2001 was issued to Latvians (4,364), followed by Lithuanians (2,909), Polish (2,497) and Filipinos (2,472).  In the years before 2000, the United States consistently had the highest number of applicants, followed by India, South Africa and Australia. 

The other main categories of immigrants to Ireland in recent years are asylum seekers and refugees.  A general increase in South-North and East-West migrations and the dramatic and, sometimes, violent social and political changes in many countries in the former Communist Europe, Africa and Asia during the 1980s and 1990s have contributed in no small measures to the increased presence of asylum seekers in Ireland.  Until the late-1990s, asylum seekers came into Ireland in trickles: from 39 applicants in 1992 to 424 in 1995.  This rose dramatically to 1,179 in 1996 and to 7,762 in 1999.  In 2000, the figure was 10, 938 and it fell slightly to 10,325 in 2001 and rose to 11,634 in 2002.  The applicants last year and the year before came from about 55 countries. Nigerians have topped the list of applicants in the last three years, followed by Romanians and nationals of the former Soviet Union (Dept of Justice, 2000; 2001).  In addition to asylum seekers, Ireland has received programme refugees, starting with the Hungarians in 1956, followed by the Chileans in 1973, the Vietnamese in 1979 and the Baha’i from Iran in the 1980s.  The latest and most prominent are the Bosnians and Kosovars who arrived in the 1990s (Ward, 1999).

Though asylum seekers constitute a minority of total migrants to Ireland, they have been the focus of media and public attention, more than any other group of migrants (Cullen, 2000; Guerin, 2002). Most of the coverage has been negative (Haughey, 2002).  There has been a general tendency to view all migrants from the South, especially from Sub-Saharan Africa, as asylum seekers and to present the asylum debate in purely derogatory and statistical terms.  Ireland has manifested some difficulties or even hesitation in accepting its reversed role as an immigrant-receiving country.  As Piaras Mac Einri (2001) noted: “Ethnically-based organisations of asylum seekers constitute what for Ireland is a new phenomenon: how to deal with the organised ethnicity of the ‘other’ within Irish social space.”

Africans in Ireland

Africans were present in Ireland as far back as the 18th Century (McKeon, 1997; Smith and Mutwarasibo, 2000; Mutwarasibo, 2002) although little is documented about their number, mission and activities.  However, both Mutwarasibo and McKeon acknowledged that among those Africans in 18th Century Ireland were a few very wealthy individuals who arrived with a retinue of domestic servants and helpers.  More recently, the number and categories of African immigrants in Ireland have changed dramatically as have the reasons they come. 

But in the 21st Century, as in the 18th Century, we still don’t have reliable documentation on the actual number of Africans in Ireland or on their activities.  While studies conducted by Abel Ugba (2000), Smith and Mutwarasibo (2000) and Elisa Joy White (2002) have contributed to our understanding of African communities, they do not tell the full story.  Official statistics on asylum seekers and work permits/visa are useful only for determining the number of Africans that have come into the country for these specific purposes.  They do not include the number of Africans who are neither asylum seekers nor immigrant workers and those who are citizens of European countries and therefore need no visa to enter and reside in Ireland and are not obliged to register with the immigration authorities.

According to asylum application statistics (Dept of Justice, 2003), about one-third of persons who applied for political asylum in 2000, 2001 and 2002 were Nigerians while Zimbabweans, for the first time, were among the top five nationalities last.  In the years before 2001, citizens of the Democratic Republic of Congo and, to a lesser extent, those from Sierra Leone, Rwanda, Angola and Liberia featured prominently on the asylum application lists.

More South Africans than nationalities of other African countries have applied and received permits to work and reside in Ireland. In the first month of this year alone, 97 permits were issued to citizens of South Africa while a total of 2,273 were issued last year (Dept of Trade and Enterprise, 2003). The total number of permits issued to Nigerians last year was 87 and in January this year, 6 permits were issued.  Other African countries whose citizens have received permits to work and reside in Ireland in the past three years include Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Botswana, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Gambia, Namibia, Niger, Lesotho, Malawi amongst others.

While in the past many Africans in Ireland would have been mostly students and diplomats, many of those that have arrived in recent years, according to a recent survey (Ugba, forthcoming) of 182 Africans from 17 countries, are asylum seekers and refugees.  Just over 60% of respondents said they came to Ireland to seek political asylum while 17.6% indicated they came to study, 12.5% came to work and just over 7% came to join established relatives.  Four respondents said they had come to Ireland originally to ‘change atmosphere’, ‘to help’ or ‘to visit’.  On their present status, 13.1% said they were Irish citizens, 33.1% said they were asylum seekers, 17.1% were refugees, 14.3% were students and another 17.1% simply said they were ‘immigrants’.

An overwhelming majority (almost 87%) of the respondents had arrived in Dublin in the last four years.  Just over half (or 51.1%) said they had been living in Dublin for between one and four years, 34.8% for less than one year and 14% for between 5 and 10 years.  The majority of recent arrivals are in the younger age brackets, according to this survey:  46.9% were in the 15 – 25 years age bracket, 29.1% between 26 and 35 years and 23.5% between 36 and 45 years.  Only one respondent indicated that he was either 46 years or above.  The educational profile of the respondents was also quite high as those that said they had secondary or third level education was over 86%.

Unemployment appears to be high, as only 28.9% indicated they were employed or self-employed.  Others said they were either students, unemployed, in-between jobs or full-time parents.  The overwhelming majority (almost 91%) do not own the houses/flats they live in.  Although only 50.6% said they believe that Africans would someday be regarded as equal citizens in Ireland, 65.9% said they intend to make Ireland their home, even if a second home. 

Another survey of the experiences of racism among Africans (Lentin and Ugba, forthcoming) showed that 78% of the respondents believe the possibility of racially motivated attacks was 'very real' or 'real', and 81% described the 'fear of racially motivated attacks' as one of their greatest worries.  This is not altogether surprising because the places in Dublin where the socio-cultural and economic activities of Africans are most pronounced have also been the worst scenes of racial-motivated attacks directed at Africans.  

Put succinctly, the majority of Africans have arrived in Dublin in the last four years, most are asylum seekers/political refugees, they are mostly young – 25 years or younger and an overwhelming majority want to be called ‘Africans’, rather than ‘black’ man or woman. 

African Immigrants and Experiences of ICTs    

There have been no comprehensive studies of ICT access and usage by Africans or other minority ethnic groups in Ireland, however, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest low usage.  Research and official statistics (Ugba, Forthcoming; Dept of Justice, 2003) indicate that many newcomers to Ireland in recent years are refugees and asylum seekers, groups that are most likely to be affected by low-income, language barriers and poor housing.  A report prepared by Itech Research (www.models-research.ie) for Diversityireland noted: “Many newcomers to Ireland and members of ethnic minority communities … are not using the Internet” because of  “a range of restraints and barriers … including not having affordable access … not coming from a culture where Internet use is common, not having good IT skills, and not being familiar with the English-language information on the Internet.”  Since Africans constitute a sizeable proportion not just of recent immigrants to Ireland, but also of the refugee and asylum seeker population, the above observation would certainly be true in their case.

In 2001 and 2002 Cross Culture Communications (one of the authors of this paper is a co-owner of the company) organized four training courses on basic computer and Internet usage.  Of the 45 persons that attended the training, three-quarters were Africans.  Information gleaned from the questionnaires they completed after the training showed that many of them, even some that had been in Ireland for over a year, had received no training at all on how to use the computer and the Internet.  Many expressed a desire to attend follow-up courses and others said they thought the training sessions were very useful.

For the purpose of this paper we contacted two African groups – African Refugee Network and Pan-African Organisation - for information on Internet access and usage by their members.  A representative of the former said the computer-training programme of the group had floundered due to inadequate resources and he said he never heard of the ISPU or CAIT until we mentioned them to him.  To our suggestion that the ISPU had advertised CAIT programme extensively in national news media, he said the newspapers and magazines he read regularly did not include any of the ones we had mentioned.  Our own investigations and a review of existing materials and literature suggest that no African group has benefited from an ISPU-sponsored or assisted programme.       

Irish Travellers

Travellers are an indigenous minority who have been part of Irish society for centuries.  They have a long shared history, cultural values, language, customs and traditions that make them a self-defined group, recognisable and distinct.  Their culture and way of life, of which nomadism is an important factor, distinguishes them from the sedentary (settled) population and clarifies their ethnic status.  (Barth, 1969; Hutchinson & Smith, 1996)

There are a number of theories on the origin of the Irish Travellers.  Their language, Gammon or Cant, and the evidence of various historical references to them would seem to indicate that they are the remnants of a nomadic craftspeople, joined by those who were pushed off the land during different times of social and economic upheaval such as Cromwell's ‘to hell or to Connacht’ campaign and the Irish potato famines of the nineteenth century. (McLoughlin, 1994; Ni Shuinear, 1994)

There are approximately 30,000 Travellers, made up of more than 4,790 families, in the Republic of Ireland and approximately 1,500 in Northern Ireland. (National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee Report, 1999).  This constitutes approximately 0.5% of the total national population.  There are also an estimated 15,000 Irish Travellers in England, Scotland and Wales with another 7,000 in the U.S.  (www.itmtrav.com). Among Travellers there is a relatively large number of infants and children and few older persons.  Over 50% of the Traveller population are under 15 years of age and 40% are under 10 years. (Economic and Social Research Institute report, 1986 quoted in www.PaveePoint.ie).  

Travellers, as individuals and as a group, experience a high level of prejudice and exclusion in Irish society.  This discrimination is experienced in a direct way in terms of being refused access to goods and services.  It is also experienced indirectly in terms of a failure to recognise and validate Traveller culture.  The Irish Government’s Task Force Report (1995) confirmed the ‘serious difficulties experienced by Travellers across a whole range of indices including employment, accommodation, health and education and training.’  The next section will outline some key empirical evidence relating to health, accommodation, education and equality to support the view that Irish Travellers are a marginalized and discriminated group.

Twenty-five percent of Travellers continue to live in unauthorised sites where they have no access to running water, sanitation, waste collection and are constantly threatened with eviction.  Alarmingly, the number of families on the roadside appears to be increasing since 1996 while the number of families in serviced halting sites has been declining in the last few years.  (Irish Local Authorities reports in Report from National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee, 1999 quoted in www.itmtrav.com).  

	No of families in
	1999
	1998
	1997
	1996

	Standard Local Authority Housing
	1973
	1900
	1817
	1741

	Group Housing
	356
	339
	324
	321

	Halting Sites
	1100
	1148
	1134
	143

	Houses provided by Local Authorities
	128
	110
	102
	N/a

	Provided by voluntary bodies
	26
	18
	17
	N/a

	On the roadside
	1207
	1148
	1127
	1040

	Total no of families
	4790
	4463
	4521
	4245


Source:  www.itmtrav.com

Travellers organisations have drawn clear links between accommodation provision and associated experiences of discrimination.  Traveller infant mortality is three times greater than the national average.  Settled men have a life expectancy of 75 years, compared to 65 for Traveller men. Settled women have a life expectancy of 78 years while Traveller women have a life expectancy of 65 years.  Only 5% of Travellers live to be 50 years old while 1% live to be 65 years, compared to 11% of the settled population.  Travellers have higher death rates for all causes of death among the settled community.  (Health Research Board Study, 1987 quoted in www.PaveePoint.ie)  In a five-year period, for every settled child that died of a cot death, 10 Traveller children died of a cot death.  (Irish Sudden Infant Death Assoc. quoted in www.itmtrav.com)  Overall, life expectancy for Travellers today is what it was for settled people in the 1940s.

The number of Traveller children enrolled in primary and post-primary schools is less than 45% of the total school going population.  An estimate of 5,500 Traveller children attended primary school in 2002, 1,300 attended post primary with 49 attending 6th year post primary school.  Although the numbers of Traveller children attending school has increased in recent years, the numbers decrease substantially as children get older and there are only 16 young Travellers in anything resembling Third Level education.  Only a handful of Travellers have completed Third Level in Ireland.  (Dept of Education and Science’s National Traveller Education Officer quoted in www.Paveepoint.ie)  

Traveller organisations blame state policies for much of the discrimination experienced by Travellers and for the general negative public attitude towards them.  A 1996 survey conducted by The Irish Traveller Movement amongst its members entitled Because I’m a Traveller found that 77.2% of those surveyed had been told to leave a pub by bar staff and 78.6% had been refused a drink.  Out of the 60.8% who said they had tried to book a hotel, 75.7% said they had experienced problems and 44.9% were actually asked to leave or had their booking cancelled.  More than half of the respondents said they had been asked to leave a shop while 66.1% had experienced others being served before them. (www.itmtrav.com)

Travellers Experiences of ICTs

As with African immigrants experiences of ICT, there have been no specific studies carried out with regard to Travellers usage of ICTs, apart from “software manufacturers who have a pop-up survey form which appears during registration”.  We undertook to contact the main Traveller networks, namely the Irish Traveller Movement, Pavee Point and Exchange House in order to ascertain their members IT access and usage.  While most Travellers groups confirmed that they had some access to ICTs, Internet usage is “very low” while pcs are primarily used for “word processing purposes” and this is usually confined to Travellers who are actually working on government-sponsored schemes with the Traveller group at the time.  IT training amongst Travellers is limited to “basic PC skills and use of PC software.” but is “voluntary” on the part of the Traveller group.  There has been small once-off funding made available through the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs (DSCFA) for the purchase of IT equipment.  
We have, however, chosen to focus on a CAIT funded Traveller focussed group, St Joseph’s Training Centre, to ascertain how resource commitment has impacted on this group.  To do this, we draw from an evaluation of this project which was carried out in January, 2001 by Helen McQuillan and Annette O’Regan of the Ennis Information Age Town (EIAT) as well as personal communication with Deirdre Moynihan, the IT educator with the centre. St. Joseph’s Training Centre, based in Ennis, Co. Clare is an education and training centre for Travellers aged 15 and over.  Since 1998, when St. Joseph’s Training Centre became involved in the Ennis Information Age Town project, the development of an ICT infrastructure and ICT programme has become a key project in the centre.    

In September 2001, the Centre received funding under the CAIT I scheme and it purchased 6 new PCs, upgrade and extend their network, update existing hardware, purchase a server, and install an Integrated Learning System called Destinations.  Destinations is an Integrated Learning System designed to help adult learners to improve their reading, writing and maths skills. Further funds under CAIT II has enabled an increase in the number of computers with Destinations, expand training outside of ‘office hours’, increase access to the centre for learners from other organisations and provide Destinations on computers outside of classrooms – to make the centre more inclusive.

Project results 

· Installation of the Integrated Learning System led to improved integration of computers into all classes at the centre.  

· Through the use of Destinations, the centre improved the literacy and numeracy skills of students at a much faster pace than they had experienced before.

· The website is an excellent communication tool for the centre, reflecting the history, culture and attitudes of the Traveller community, thereby reinforcing Travellers unique identity.

· The training centre has been able to attract Traveller men who are usually difficult to engage in class based activities

· An attempt to place 6 pcs in Beechpark halting site did not work out due to space restrictions in Travellers caravans

· As well as fostering independent learning and encouraging students to take an active role in the learning process, computers are an ideal medium to promote peer-to-peer interaction and collaboration in a classroom, making the learning process more enjoyable and fruitful.  

According to Deirdre Moynihan, IT Manager, 

“ It takes a combination of things for a successful IT project. It takes a person in charge to give direction and support. We have to change the way we do things, getting more computers, trying out new things and being open to change.  We’re lucky to have the support of the Ennis Information Age Town project, but we have developed our own expertise as well. As well as all the other ingredients – … – the knowledge, the information, the ICT backbone, the support systems and the openness to try out things, to think creatively. I’d say if you were missing any of these things it would make it a lot harder.”

However, the impact on the students is expressed clearly by one of the students, many of whom left school early, or who had past negative education experiences, enjoy the learning experience using computers, are interested, motivated learners, proud of their progress.  

“When I left school I didn’t know very much.  Here is a big change from years ago, going to school. I can come in here and do a lot more, by myself – your maths, your spelling and your verbs. … We can log on ourselves …we all have our own account and our own password. I never used a computer before I started in the centre. Now I can work away. As you go through the programme … It will tell you when you have got 100%, say in Maths and give you a chance to go up a level. You’re motivated to do a little more, you’re more inclined to go on and do some more. You can do it by yourself, or if you need a hand she (the teacher) is there to help you with it.  We’ve come on a lot. We’re enjoying it.”

Community Application of Information Technology (CAIT) 

The Community Application of Information Technology (CAIT) initiative has the following groups as its target; rural and farming communities, the elderly, the unemployed, the Travelling community, ethnic minorities, people with disabilities and young people at risk (www.pobail.ie/en/CAIT/).

It aims to build on the experience, local knowledge and relationships of the community and voluntary sector to implement demonstration projects that address digital inequality.   Working through the community and voluntary sector, CAIT aimed to:

· Encourage late adopters to engage with information and communication technologies in a meaningful way

· Empower communities to harness the benefits of the new technologies

· Employ information and communication technologies to overcome particular socio-economic barriers which exist for some communities

(
Fund demonstration projects that could be models for best practice

A public call for proposals was issued in November, resulting in 453 applications by the deadline of 15 February, 2001.  Project proposals were evaluated against the following criteria:  development of an inclusive information society, the extent to which the project addressed a group of non-IT users, technical, organisational and financial feasibility and value for money (www.pobail.ie/en/CAIT/). An independent steering group consisting of representatives of government departments and the private sector considered the applications.  Again there were no ethnic minority or Traveller representatives on this group.  

A total of 71 groups (16%) were funded in June 2001 under the first call for funding.  Although Travellers and ethnic minorities were named among the groups deserving priority attention, only 15 proposals of the approved 71 mentioned Travellers as a target group while one mentioned ethnic minorities and one mentioned refugees.  Of the 15 groups where Travellers were mentioned as a target group, only 2 were Traveller specific, i.e. where Travellers’ needs and ambitions are prioritised, although we must point out that neither of these groups was Traveller-led.  In the second round of funding, 217 applications were received of which 74 were successful.  Again, only two proposals were Traveller-specific.  

This review of the processes and implementation of CAIT 1 and 2 raises the following questions: Why were there so few projects for and by Travellers and other minority ethnic groups?  Was it because few from these groups applied?  Were ethnic minority and Traveller groups aware of the CAIT funding? How many groups actually applied? Were there groups that knew of CAIT’s invitation to apply and did not apply? If yes, why?  What formal and informal relationships exist between Ireland’s information society machinery and the country’s immigrant and minority ethnic groups?  In order to examine these questions and related ones, we contacted the ISPU, the ISC, the CAIT implementation body and some key minority ethnic networks, namely African Refugee Network, Pan African Organisation, the Irish Traveller Movement, Pavee Point and Exchange House.  

The ISPU and the ISC appeared unable, not just unwilling, to account for their relationship and contacts (or lack of) with Ireland’s immigrant and minority ethnic groups.  Several requests for information made to them did not elicit any response or were parried.  Our initial contact with the ISC was by email.  After about six weeks without response, we followed with phone calls.  After many phone calls we finally got one official who appeared willing to answer our questions.  He asked for the original set of questions to be re-sent by email and we complied immediately.  It was to take several more weeks before we got a short one-sentence response that advised us to contact an external person, a consultant to the ISC, for answers to our questions. 

When we did, the consultant explained that she was ‘not a spokesperson for the ISC’.  She also said she was not aware of any survey, whether by the ISC or other bodies, of immigrants and ethnic minorities ICT access and usage, though there had been other surveys directed at the general public.  We received another response from the secretary of the Commission five weeks after in which he basically repeated the mission statement of the ISC, reaffirmed the commitment of the Commission ‘to an inclusive Information Society in which all citizens can participate fully’ and said the ISC has set up an eInclusion group, a fact already available on the Commission website and publications. The fact that the ISC and the ISPU were unable to supply swift and satisfactory answers to common questions like the ones we put to them suggest, in our view, inefficient organisational structure or a lack of interest in or commitment to issues relating to immigrants and minority ethnic groups.  

The CAIT implementation body was more forthcoming with answers to our questions.  It confirmed that as part of each call for proposals, a conference was held to which “all relevant” organisations were invited by mailshot.  Organisations, which were unsuccessful in round 1, were specifically invited to the conference before round 2 funding.  This was followed by publicity and advertisement in Citizens Advice bureaus, all public libraries and in both the national and regional daily newspapers.  

While this may appear to be quite a comprehensive process of advertising, a representative of the African Refugee Network said he had “never heard of the ISPU or CAIT” until we mentioned them to him.  To our suggestion that the ISPU had advertised CAIT programmes extensively in national news medium, he pointed at a range of free sheets, NGO publications and other special interest magazines and said, “these are what I read, not national media.”  His comment raises the issue of what media outlets were used to advertise the CAIT’s call for interest or application.  Also, the adoption of the ‘mailshot’ approach raises a lot of issues, especially on the criteria that were used to determine the target groups, those involved in the selection and the particular wording of such mails.  The comments by a representative of the African Refugee Network suggest that although the CAIT initiative was advertised comprehensively, the channels used may have been ones that some minority ethnic groups were unfamiliar with or unaccustomed to. 

From our research, we know that most Traveller-focussed organisations were contacted regarding CAIT funding by direct mail through the three national networks, but this begs the question why there were so few successful Traveller projects?  From the feedback we got, it appears organisations were not very clear about the purpose of CAIT.  Secondly, the application process appeared to be quite an onerous or complex form-filling exercise.  Keeping in mind that some members of these groups are among the most educationally disadvantaged in the Irish society, we question the adoption of a method that demanded such a rigorous academic exercise.  While a number of Traveller organisations confirmed that they had applied they were unclear about the reasons they had been unsuccessful and further were “very disappointed”.  

This point, we believe, is one of the main weaknesses of the CAIT initiative.  The groups we researched, whose applications were rejected, didn’t receive clear information as to the reasons why their applications were rejected.  This would certainly complicate any future potential involvement in both ICT projects but particularly with the CAIT initiative.  As it happens, we were also informed by the CAIT implementation body that the scheme would finish this June and that no plans had been put in place to continue support for those groups that had received funding or to fund others who are interested in developing ICT.  

The following observations are based specifically on our study of the project at the St Joseph’s Training Centre and from interviews with Traveller and African groups.  

· The advertising and publicity around ICT development projects must be targeted appropriately and will probably require both an intensive consultation process and seed-funding to enable groups to develop their projects.  This will require having ethnic minority and Traveller representations on the selection committees of any relevant funding bodies.

· Development of ICT projects should be needs-led. An ICT plan is essential to identify and match needs and resources and assess training needs of the group. 

· Full integration of ICT can only be achieved within a reasonable time frame. It requires time to allow users to adapt to new environments and a flexible, rather than a rigid approach to teaching and learning.  

· An appropriate ICT plan must incorporate the technological requirements  (hardware and software) and the organisational requirements, for successful implementation of the ICT plan.  This may require access to external expert technical advice as well as access to an internal coordinator with a good knowledge of ICT who can both develop and utilise appropriate support systems and oversee project implementation.

· There must also be an emphasis on how technology can enhance the lives of the group and be integrated into all aspects of life.  Training should be ongoing and integrated into other activities to make it relevant in a daily context. 

Bridging the ICT inequality requires, in our view, more than just supplying equipment and giving once-off training.  It is and should be an on-going process of education and support.  Bridging the ICT divide is not just about making ICTs available to the have-nots but is more about using ICT to ensure their inclusion in the informational society (Castells, 2000). 

Conclusion: Towards a more Inclusive Information Society in Ireland:

Our discussion of the experiences of African and Traveller groups in Ireland’s information society has brought to the fore issues, which we believe are worth highlighting as has our analysis of the CAIT initiative.  Our observations range from the general to the specific.  We were struck by the total lack of baseline statistics on the rate of ICT access and usage by immigrant/minority ethnic groups in Ireland.  We contend that such statistics are necessary for proper planning and for the implementation of projects aimed at increasing ICT access and usage for these socially-disadvantaged groups.  

While the information society bodies in Ireland have established formal and informal systems of interacting with government departments, businesses, employers and pressure groups, they have overlooked the need to do the same with immigrant/minority ethnic groups.  If these bodies are to truly pursue the goal of spreading the benefits of the information society to all residents of Ireland, they must redefine their attitude to and relationship with these groups.  They should consciously solicit and incorporate the views of members or representatives of these groups into policy formulation and implementation.  This can best be achieved by having members or representatives of these groups on the information society implementation organs.  

We propose that the process of including the digital have-nots in the information society must begin by educating those affected on the personal benefits of inclusion.  Unless immigrant/ethnic minority groups are aware and convinced of the personal benefits of inclusion in the information society, they are likely to be disinterested or even hostile to efforts aimed at introducing ICTs to them.  To this end, we also argue that awareness campaigns must be delivered through channels that interact with their way of living and build on existing local structures.  In this connection, we wish to emphasise the role that voluntary/immigrant and minority ethnic groups can play in designing and implementing awareness campaigns and the follow-up projects aimed at providing training and physical infrastructure.  These groups, in our opinion, are well-placed to play the important role of identifying the needs of members of their communities and of disseminating information to them.  Lastly we believe that for any awareness campaign to succeed, it must be followed up by the actual provision of ICT facilities and literacy training.
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� The Partnership for Prosperity and Fairness (PPF) is the fifth in a series of social partnership agreements concluded since 1987 between the government, employers, trade unions and the voluntary community sector. It seeks to provide a framework for negotiation and consensus on issues of pay and on social, public and taxation policies.
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