Traveller family wins human rights case to stay at Kent coach park
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A family of travellers in Kent has secured a landmark legal victory, allowing them to remain at a former park-and-ride site, the Wigmore Coach Park, which they occupied in July 2023. This ruling comes after Medway Council issued an eviction notice, claiming plans to sell the land, despite having initially permitted the family to stay for three months under certain conditions. The judge adjudicated that the council had infringed on the family’s human rights, having failed to demonstrate any genuine intention to sell the area.
Speaking to MailOnline, Julie White, a member of the family, expressed her elation at the judgement, likening it to winning the lottery. However, the group's victory is tempered by the reality that their status at the site remains precarious, without granting them permanent residency rights. Oldy Herring, 67, the eldest family member, described the prolonged struggle against the council as a "fight of our lives," reflecting a deep-rooted need for stability and acceptance.
The family's journey is emblematic of a broader issue faced by travelling communities across the UK. Despite legal frameworks intended to protect their rights, many local authorities, including those in Kent, continue to fall short in accommodating the needs of these communities. Recent statistics show that in 2021, 5,405 individuals in Kent identified as Gypsy or Irish Traveller, presenting a pressing need for suitable housing provisions. Advocacy groups have highlighted ongoing challenges, particularly as legislation allowing councils to evict travellers from unauthorised encampments has exacerbated their housing insecurity.
As they await the verdict of an appeal associated with a rejected planning application, the travellers have voiced concerns about the implications for their children's mental health. Their current living conditions, reliant on generators for electricity and temporary measures for sanitation, are described as far from ideal. Marie Conde, another resident, articulated fears about the potential disruption to her children’s education, emphasising that the car park represents their first real opportunity to feel settled.
In an echo of their assertion that they have adhered to the council’s initial stipulations—ranging from maintaining cleanliness to avoiding anti-social behaviour—the family contests the rationale behind the eviction order. This aligns with a recent ruling in another case in Ramsgate, where the Court of Appeal invalidated a local council's directive to evict a group of Irish travellers due to improper procedural practices. Such legal precedents reinforce the importance of lawful notice in eviction proceedings and highlight the vulnerabilities faced by travelling families throughout the region.
Despite their determination, the future remains uncertain for the Wigmore Coach Park occupants. Medway Council has expressed disappointment at the court’s decision and is deliberating on how to proceed. Cllr Louwella Prenter, portfolio holder for housing and homelessness, underscored the temporary nature of the site's usage, insisting that it was never intended for permanent residency.
As the family's fight for a stable home continues, they represent a growing voice calling for recognition and respect for the rights of travelling communities. The case not only illustrates the struggles faced by one family but also reflects the systemic neglect of the traveller population in local government policies. The hope now rests on broader legislative changes that will ensure better protections and access to essential services for all who identify as part of the travelling community.
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