Travellers exploit bank holidays to establish illegal camps amid council inaction
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Travellers are reportedly employing aggressive tactics to establish unauthorised camping sites across the British countryside, raising alarm among local communities and prompting calls for more stringent enforcement of planning regulations. This issue has garnered heightened attention following a series of incidents nationwide, during which groups seemingly exploited public holidays to bypass legal safeguards against land development. Communities find themselves outraged as sections of protected green belt land are rapidly transformed into makeshift caravan parks, often without proper permits and in contravention of existing laws.
Recent reports detail how these operations were meticulously planned, with heavy machinery appearing under the cover of dark during bank holidays. Local councils, frequently unstaffed during these periods, have struggled to respond adequately. In West Sussex, for instance, a tranquil field in Lurgashall was converted into a gravel car park to accommodate caravans during the VE Day bank holiday. Local MP Andrew Griffith expressed his disbelief over the speed of the transformation, pointing out that the council's inaction left residents vulnerable. "It took far too long for local authorities to address this, leaving ratepayers at the mercy of this planning blight," he remarked, adding the urgency for tighter regulations to avert similar occurrences.
In Cheshire, another example arose when travellers repurposed a rural field near Warrington in less than three days, erecting a 10-foot wooden fence and paving the area with concrete after purchasing the land legitimately. Stuart Mann, a local councillor, shared that he felt "impotent" as he witnessed the rapid developments unfold, expressing frustration that timely interventions by the council were lacking. "Why couldn’t someone turn up and say stop? Let’s work something out," he questioned, emphasising a shared sentiment among the community regarding the perceived inequity in the planning process.
The issue of unauthorised encampments is not confined to isolated incidents. A broader pattern of land grabs across the UK has been reported, often coinciding with holiday weekends when councils are less able to react. Further compounding these incidents, various councils have begun to take decisive action in response. The Supreme Court's recent ruling allows local authorities the ability to issue injunctions against unidentified travellers, thus empowering councils to proactively prevent encampments. While viewed as a significant step for local governance, this ruling also places an added responsibility on councils to ensure that such measures are both compelling and proportionate.
Across England, communities have mobilised against these developments. In Southam, near Cheltenham, residents have united to raise funds exceeding £10,000 to contest unauthorised traveller sites, rallying to protect their green belt and maintain community character after years of uncertainty about potential encroachments. Here, a history of unsuccessful attempts by the local council to secure definitive action against such developments has left residents feeling disregarded in a system they believe favours a minority at their expense.
Furthermore, the plight of communities confronting unauthorised encampments paints a picture of frustration and fear among residents who feel trapped in a cycle of violation and a lack of support from local governance. For example, in Kent, the prolonged presence of an illegal campers' site resulted in significant distress for local families enduring noise and pollution, underscoring the complex and often adversarial relationship between traveller communities and established residents.
Calls for proactive governance continue to grow, with local leaders insisting that any enforcement must be more effectively communicated and executed. The unfolding events have prompted demands for legislative changes that ensure fairness across the board in planning reforms. As the government wrestles with these issues, the question remains: how will it strike the balance between ensuring local residents feel protected while also respecting the rights of the traveller community?
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