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Scotland’s Census 2021: Letter regarding the inclusion of Scottish Showpeople 
 
Dear Dr. Gillam, 
  
We write to request the inclusion of ‘Scottish Showpeople’ as a Cultural Minority group listed 
within Scotland’s Census 2021. We feel the unique characteristics of this group within 
Scotland, its size and concentration, and the significant gaps in our knowledge of said group, 
all demonstrate the urgent need for its inclusion in the upcoming Census. 
 
In preparing this letter we have consulted a panel of experts with considerable experience in 
representing, advising and promoting the interests of Scottish Showpeople. Dr. Mitch Miller 
is a Scottish Showperson and has worked extensively with bodies such as the Scottish 
Traveller Education Programme, BBC Scotland, Glasgow Museums and the University of 
Glasgow to conduct  research into, provide consultation with, and increase understanding of 
the community among the wider public. Andrea Salvona is a doctoral researcher at 
University of Stirling who is undertaking landmark research on policy relating to Scottish 
Showpeople and has worked extensively with the Scottish Showmens Guild, producing 
policy briefings and draft reports. Dr. tara s Beall is an artist and researcher who began 
working with the community in 2013 as part of her doctoral research with the Riverside 
Museum and the University of Glasgow, and continues to advise and support its members in 
developing capacity and undertaking important social and cultural initiatives.  
 
As noted in the literature for Scotland’s Census 2021, this exercise provides an excellent 
opportunity to improve general understanding of Scotland’s makeup, and to ‘produce 
anonymous data and statistics that play a vital role in shaping Scotland's future’.  
 
For generations, Scottish Showpeople have operated at fairs and circuses across Scotland, 
the UK, and internationally. They traditionally travel between fairs and festivals through the 
summer, and return to ‘winter quarters’ (also referred to as ‘yards’)1 in cities such as 
Glasgow and Edinburgh. We estimate that between 4,000-6,000 Showpeople are currently 
domiciled in Glasgow. This represents 80% of Scotland’s Showpeople, and forms a 
distinctive, significant and long-established minority group.2 Dr. Elizabeth Jordan of the 
University of Edinburgh has described this concentration as unique not just in comparison to 

 
1 A ‘yard’ (also called ‘winter quarters’) is a mixed use residential and commercial site where multiple 
Showfamilies live in caravans alongside the fairground equipment, sheds, and lorries which they employ to 
operate funfairs (as small business owners). 
2 See Miller, M. with Beall, T.S. (2013) Behind the Scenes at the Fair [Exhibition Pamphlet], p.3. Available at: 
http://www.fairglasgow.com/reports/event-booklet.pdf (Accessed 18.04.2018). 



the rest of the UK, but in all of Europe.3 Showpeople account for 10% of the population in 
East End schools4 and live in over 50 sites across Glasgow, often in areas of high social 
deprivation.5 The unique housing needs and demographic pressures faced by Scottish 
Showpeople have been recognised by Glasgow City Council, and now form an integral part 
of Glasgow’s Housing Strategy.6 
  
And yet, very little robust information is available on the exact makeup, nature and needs of 
Scottish Showpeople. This is due to the general exclusion of this community from statistical 
collection exercises by the Scottish Government and Local Authorities. Previously, there  
were limited means of recording the community under the designation ‘Occupational 
Traveller’, a term which was discontinued in the 2011 Census. While an unsatisfactory and 
flawed term, it allowed some statistical data to be collected.  
 
We strongly suggest that excluding Scottish Showpeople from the 2021 census puts an 
already vulnerable community at a disadvantage. The Equalities and Human Rights 
Commission has recognised that Showpeople suffer significant prejudice and 
discrimination.7  We would point out that the current inclusion of another distinct mobile 
group within the Census, Gypsy/Traveller, does not in any way ameliorate this problem 
– and may even exacerbate it: Scottish Showpeople are a distinct mobile community, and 
are not part of, nor do they identify with Gypsies/Travellers. The currently available Census 
criteria effectively imposes the term Gypsy/Traveller on Showpeople, forcing members of 
this community to either withhold crucial information on their cultural background, or have 
another identity erroneously imposed on them. This contradicts one of the stated aims of 
Scotland’s Census, which is to engage with smaller populations, and risks occluding vital 
sociological and demographic data around this community. We submit that ‘Scottish 
Showpeople’ is a term that already has wide acceptance among community members,8 and 
can account for a range of lifestyles and behaviours within the group.  
  
At present, there are no instruments through which reliable data on this community can be 
collected by the Scottish Government or Local Authorities. For example, the Accommodation 
Needs Assessments carried out by Local Authorities and regional Strategic Regional 
Development Plans to inform policy and service delivery, have for the most part focused 
solely on Gypsies/Travellers. Showpeople were only very recently included in a recent 

 
3 Jordan, Elizabeth S., 1998, "Travellers And Scottish Schools”, PhD, Heriot-Watt University, Moray House 
Institute of Education.  
4 See Showland : Behind the Scenes at the Fair, (Dir. Joseph Briffa), Hopscotch Films/BBC Scotland, 15 Dec 
2014. The documentary includes interviews with Showpeople across Scotland, as well as teachers, Councillors 
and other stakeholders with a perspective on the Scottish Show community, and was based on extensive archival 
and original research led by Dr. Mitch Miller and a team of researchers at Hopscotch films.  
5 Glenday, J. and Miller, M., (2009)  ‘Static Travellers’, Urban Realm, October (2009) 
http://www.urbanrealm.com/features/276/Static_travellers.htm  
6 See Glasgow Housing Strategy 2017-2022, at https://www.glasgow.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=18249, and 
http://www.glasgow.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.ashx?id=4584&p=0 (Action 40, p 94-95).  
7 The UK Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) report, ‘Inequalities experienced by Gypsy and 
Traveller communities: A review’, 2009, p. vi. Available at 
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/research-report-12-inequalities-experienced-by-gypsy-
and-traveller-communities.pdf 
8 The term ‘Scottish Showpeople’ is also widely used by academia. The ‘UNITING’ Project is one such example: 
Jackson C, Bedford H, Condon L, et al, Understanding uptake of Immunisations in TravellIng and Gypsy 
communities (UNITING): protocol for an exploratory, qualitative study, BMJ Open 2015;5:e008564. doi: 
10.1136/bmjopen-2015-008564   



accommodation assessment by Tayplan, covering an area where it is known very few 
Scottish Showpeople reside.9 The only concerted effort to gather data on any of Scotland’s 
mobile communities was the Twice Yearly Count of Gypsies/Travellers in Scotland (1998-
2009). This now defunct exercise specifically excluded ‘Occupational Travellers/Travelling 
Showpeople’ from its remit, and so contributes nothing to our general understanding.  
 
It is stated in the Scotland’s Census literature that its data will ‘inform key decisions made by 
government bodies, charities and businesses’ and ‘the allocation of billions of pounds of 
funding and investment’. We recognise the incredible value of this exercise, and how it can 
equip both policy makers and stakeholders with crucial information – enabling them to 
address important issues and make material improvements to the lives of ordinary Scots. In 
the exclusion of Scottish Showpeople from the current census form, this exercise hampers 
rather than enhances efforts to ensure more equitable policy and service delivery to Scottish 
Showpeople. This lack of information, and the resulting lack of clear policies for service 
delivery, is well evidenced in key areas like housing,10 but extends across other services and 
policies as well. 
 
It is for these reasons that we urge Scotland’s Census 2021 to press for the inclusion of 
‘Scottish Showpeople’ as a Cultural Minority option in Scotland’s Census 2021. We 
respectfully assert that the 2011 form failed to offer members of this community the ability to 
record their status, and thus has contributed to an enduring and debilitating lack of 
knowledge on this group and its current situation. In particular: 
  

1. The current ‘Gypsy/Traveller’ option under the ‘White Other’ ethnic minority category 
does not include Travelling Showpeople, nor is it an option the vast majority of 
Scottish Showpeople are likely to select as a term that is meaningful.   

2. The ‘write-in’ option under ‘White Other’ frames the respondent in terms of ethnic 
status, whereas Showpeople consistently regard themselves as holding a cultural 
minority status. 

 
It is therefore unlikely that Scottish Showpeople would select either of the available options 
on the current Census form.  
  
This exclusion occurs in spite of the community meeting several of the criteria for Cultural 
Minority Status, such as: 
 

 
9 See Accommodation Needs of Gypsy Travellers and Travelling Showpeople in Tayside, December 2016, 
Craigforth.  
10 Regarding the poor provision of housing, the Equalities and Human Rights Commission’s 2009 report notes 
that they have only recently become aware of shortage of sites and that ‘very little research has been undertaken 
into the accommodation needs of Showpeople’ (pp. 26, see footnote 6 for link). For a general outline of poor 
service provision for Travelling communities including Showpeople, and the lack of robust data and government 
response, see Amnesty International Scotland’s 2012 report (which follows on from a 2002 report): On The 
Margins: Local Authority Service Provision For Scottish Gypsy Travellers, Amnesty International UK, 
[https://www.amnesty.org.uk/files/amnesty_international_on_the_margins_2012.pdf]. 



● A shared history, based on its role in supporting Chartered Fairs, festivals and galas 
since at least the early 1800’s;11 12 

● A history of marginalisation and discrimination in wider Scottish society;13 14 
● Distinctive behaviours, lifestyles, customs and traditions derived from their history as 

a mobile community of fairground and circus performers. These include the unique 
transmission of unique skills and knowledge, oral tradition and material culture;15 16 

● The precarity of the culture, with traditional fairs being under threat17 and 
Showpeople’s yards often at risk from developments and compulsory purchase 
orders;18  

 
11 Scottish Showpeople have had a unique role in the development of iconic Scottish summer holiday seasons 
such as the ‘Glasgow Fair’ as detailed by Burnett, J. (2005) ‘Small Showmen and Large Firms: The development 
of Glasgow Fair in the nineteenth century’, ROSC, pp. 72.   
12The National Fairground and Circus Archive provides a short summary of iconic Scottish Fairs that Showpeople 
have supported including famous fairs such as the Kirkcaldy Links Market, granted by Royal Charter in 1304: 
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/nfca/researchandarticles/scottishsection [accessed 18.04.2018]. 
13 We would argue that such discrimination and prejudice is both mainstream and normalised, especially in 
popular media. An example of this would be the 2006 Taggart episode ‘The Law’ (Madden, Ian, Dir.) 22 March 
2006 Glasgow: ITV), which contained too many distortions to note fully here. Amongst the most egregious were 
forced marriage and honour killings, none of which exist in any community of Showpeople. These were presented 
as endemic, atavistic traits of ‘Showfolk’ and did nothing to counter popular prejudices or misconceptions of this 
group. 
14 As noted by Beall and Robertson (2016, see footnote 15 for full reference): ‘Scottish Showpeople are 
marginalised as part of broader patterns of social exclusion related to class, disadvantage, ethnicity, and gender,’ 
and ‘there is overwhelming anecdotal evidence of discrimination against Showpeople of all ages, but few 
academic investigations, thus further research and robust data are required.’ Broad marginalisation and 
discrimination is noted in Jordan, E., Stead, J., Lloyd, G. and Miller, M., (1999), Travellers At School: The 
Experience Of Parents, Pupils And Teachers, Edinburgh, Moray House Institute of Education, Department of 
Equity Studies and Special Education, University of Edinburgh. On discrimination specifically experienced by 
young people within education, see previous reference from 1999, and Jordan, E. and Padfield, P. (2003) 
‘Education at the Margins: Outsiders and the Mainstream’, in Bryce, T.G.K. and Humes, W.M. (eds.) Scottish 
Education; Post-Devolution. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, pp. 836–841. For historical discrimination on 
account of Showpeople being perceived as ‘other’ see Matthews, Jodie (2015) Mobilising the Imperial Uncanny: 
Nineteenth-Century Textual Attitudes to Travelling Romani People, Canal-Boat People, Showpeople and Hop-
Pickers in Britain.Nineteenth-Century Contexts, 37 (4). pp. 359-375. 
15 Recent academic research notes that ‘the traditional culture of Scottish Travelling Showpeople include 
practices which align precisely with UNESCO’s definition of intangible cultural heritage (ICH)’, and that ‘additional 
research and robust statistics are urgently needed to identify and record the intangible heritage of fairgrounds in 
Scotland before this way of life disappears from living memory’, in Beall, T. and Robertson, H. (2016) ‘All the Fun 
of the Fairground: Challenges Representing the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Scotland’s Travelling 
Showpeople’, presented as part of What Does Heritage Change?, 8 June [Conference]. Montreal: Association of 
Critical Heritage Studies. See also the HLF-funded project Fair Glasgow (2014) Report, online at: 
http://fairglasgow.com/fablevision-report/ [accessed 17.04.2018]. 
16 For material culture see: Jones, Barbara (1951) The Unsophisticated Arts, London: The Architectural Press pp. 
27-50, 73-98, 139-148; and  Weedon, Geoff and Ward, Peter, (1999) Fairground Art, London: New Cavendish; 
and Braithwaite, David (1968) Fairground Architecture, London: Hugh Evelyn. 
17 The reporting of traditional fairgrounds which are under threat due to pressures of development, regeneration, 
and/or complex licensing is ubiquitous in contemporary media. See Brocklehurst, Steven, 2014, "Fairground 
Attraction - Behind The Scenes At The Shows,” BBC Scotland, [http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-
30375959], accessed 13.04.2016. This precarity is also emphasised by Beall and Robertson (2016): ‘Scotland is 
the only European country which requires a ‘public entertainment license’ for every fair, with each of the 32 local 
councils having different policies and requiring different forms’ [see footnote 15 for full reference]. 
18 See Sunday Herald article from 18.02.2018 on current situation in Govan, where 15 Show families are set to 
be forcibly removed: 
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/16030517.When_the_fun_fair_stops__Showpeople_call_for_fair_deal_in_G
ovan/ [Accessed 18 April 2018]. For a similar situation for English Showpeople, see: Scullion, L., Brown, P. and 
Niner, P. (2012) Accommodating Travelling Showpeople in England. Social Policy and Society, 11 (02), pp. 197-
210. 



● Possession of their own jargon and dialects (which are distinct from Scottish 
Gypsy/Travellers);19 20 

● A tendency to marry mostly within the community;21 
● The tendency to live in multi-generational family settings – a good example being the 

50+ Showpeople’s yards / sites located in Glasgow22. 
 
We believe the inclusion in the Census is important in order to allow for positive engagement 
by policy-makers and stakeholders with the following issues: 
 

1. Monitoring discrimination and related incidents: Those who work with and 
represent Scottish Showpeople are aware of incidents of discrimination and prejudice 
against members of the community, especially young people. It is, however, currently 
extremely difficult to contextualise or track these incidents. Robust census data will 
provide a critical baseline to inform the efforts of services and representative groups 
such as the Scottish Showman’s Guild to resolve these issues.  

2. Accommodation for Scottish Showpeople: Accommodation for Showpeople is a 
recognised issue in Glasgow’s Housing Strategy (2017-2022), which sets out new 
practices and procedures for addressing both need and demand. This strategy will 
only be effective if supported by a reliable dataset on the extent and nature of the 
population in Glasgow, and Scotland as a whole. 

3. Service Delivery: The statistics which are currently available from the Glasgow 
Education Service indicates a sizeable and significant community, largely in 
Glasgow’s East End. Yet there is no reliable or robust statistical base on which to 
make judgments on need or demand for services such as education or 
accommodation from this particular community. This, known to be much less 
prominent in the City of Glasgow area, yet better attested to in the record.  

4. Understanding and anticipating the changing nature of the community: The 
community is increasingly diverse and is subject to major changes in its work and life 
patterns – yet we have no figures that allow us to articulate these changes, and to 
respond and plan accordingly. For example, the previous ‘Occupational Traveller’ 
term may not have been selected by Scottish Showpeople who are culturally part of 
the community but no longer travel to fairs. ‘Scottish Showpeople’ is a term that has 
already been adopted within the community, and applies equally to individuals who 

 
19 For an engaging discussion on terminology used by Showpeople see Toulmin, V. (1999) Do You Parley the 
Backslang?: Terms Used by Travelling Showpeople, with Various Suggestive Parallels to Australian Usages 
Being Noted. Australian Folklore: A Yearly Journal of Folklore Studies, 14, pp. 99. 
20 Fairground terminology and patois has a long heritage. Words still extant on Scottish fairs today are attested to 
in Ben Jonson’s 1614 play Bartholomew Fair, and the etymologies of distinctive fairground and circus derivations 
of Polari are well documented in Henry Mayhew’s 1851 work London Labour and the London Poor, Vol 3: The 
London Street Folk, especially pp 43-50, 60-64 and 139-144. See also Allingham, Philip (1934) Cheapjack, 
Chelmsford: Golden Duck Press, and consecutive editions of Patridge, Eric (1938/1973) Routledge Dictionary of 
Historical Slang, London: Routledge. 
21 The documentary Showland : Behind the Scenes at the Fair, 15.12.2014 covered a range of social and cultural 
topics, including marital and genealogical links, at http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b04v5yxm [accessed 
17.04.2018]. For a descriptive account of Scottish Showpeople’s family and community life see  Gentleman, 
Hugh (2006), 'Communities on the move'. In Storrier, Susan, ed., Scottish Life and Society: A Compendium of 
Scottish Ethnology, vol. 6, Scotland's Domestic Life. Edinburgh: John Donald 
22 See Miller’s ‘Dialectogram’ illustration for an insider perspective on multi-generational living on Showman's 
yards. https://issuu.com/dialectograms/docs/showmans_yard_for_issuu [accessed 17.04.2018]. 
 



travel from fair to fair, as well as applying to individuals who are more settled but still 
self-identify as belonging within this distinct minority group. 

  
We believe the inclusion of ‘Scottish Showpeople’ within Scotland’s Census 2021 will be a 
crucial step forward that will empower the  community to engage directly with policy and 
decision-makers in a way that is currently impossible given the paucity of statistical 
information. Additionally, this inclusion will empower Scottish Showpeople to more fully 
engage with the wider public, allowing increased  understanding of this community and its 
many contributions to Scotland.  
 
We are happy to provide additional information to bolster the substantive evidence which we 
have provided here. We look forward to your response and to future discussions regarding 
how this may be moved forward. 
 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 
 


