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[bookmark: _Toc220429158]Executive summary: “No man’s land” A human rights assessment of the ‘Tinker Experiment’ and redress for its victims
Background and context 
The issue of the Tinker Experiment was first raised in the Scottish Parliament in 2010. At this time, the Public Petitions Committee stated that more evidence was required in order to justify an apology.[endnoteRef:2] Over the years that followed, victims of the experiment continued to advocate for the issue to be addressed. In 2016, they formed RAJPOT (Refuge for Allies of Justice and Persons from Oppressed Tribes), a Gypsy Traveller led inter-cultural peace centre. RAJPOT went on to share their experiences at events and met with senior Scottish Government officials, eventually leading the Scottish Government to commission research into the experiment in 2023. That research was undertaken by the Third Generation Project at the University of St Andrews. [2:  The Scottish Parliament (2010). The Public Petitions Committee. ] 

The Scottish Government research identified a range of State and private actors involved in the Tinker Experiment including national governments, Scottish Office-led committees, Scottish local authorities, the Church of Scotland, the police, and charities including the Royal Scottish Society for the Protection of Cruelty to Children (RSSPCC), the Aberlour Trust, Quarriers and Barnardo’s. The research refers to what occurred as a 'Cultural Genocide'. 
Following the completion of that research, on the 25th of June 2025, during Gypsy Roma Traveller History Month, First Minister John Swinney offered the victims of the Tinker Experiment an apology. However, the apology was lacking the tangible plans for redress and reparations that the victims had spent over 15 years advocating for.
The issue of the Tinker Experiment was brought to the attention of the SHRC in 2023. We met with victims of the experiment, visited sites at Bobbin Mill and Tarvit Mill and heard victims' experiences of the impact of the Tinker Experiment. In 2023, SHRC decided to undertake a spotlight project, commencing work the following year. This project involved working with victims to investigate the cultural recognition of Scotland's Gypsy Travellers as a human rights issue.
Timeline of forced assimilation events
1824: The Vagrancy Act is enacted which conflated nomadism with vagrancy.
1854: The Reformatory and Industrial Schools (Scotland) Act was enacted allowing for Sheriffs and Magistrates to send children under the age of fourteen to an industrial school if they were found begging, not having a home or settled abode, proper guardianship or visible means of subsistence.
1865: The Trespass (Scotland) Act was enacted making it an offence to lodge or encamp on premises or private land without the consent of the landowner. It also made it illegal to camp or light a fire on or near any private roads, enclosed or cultivated land, plantation, on or near any turnpike road, statute labour road or other highway. 
1871: The Vagrancy Act is extended to Scotland through Section 15  of  The Prevention of Crimes Act  which criminalised those living in the open air or under a tent. 
1871: The Pedlar's Act was enacted leading to the regulation of individuals travelling to sell goods or services.  
1887: The Roads and Bridges (Scotland) Act was enacted which prohibited Gypsy Travellers from pitching tents or encamping on or by the side of any road.
1894: The establishment of an Inquiry into ‘Habitual Offenders, Vagrants, Beggars, Inebriates and Juvenile Delinquents’.
1895: The Inquiry into ‘Habitual Offenders, Vagrants, Beggars, Inebriates and Juvenile Delinquents’ publish its report. 
1897: The Public Health (Scotland) Act was enacted granting individual local authorities the power to create by-laws regulating tents, sheds, and other similar structures deemed a public health nuisance. 
1908: The Children Act was enacted bringing together laws concerning destitute children, children who were victims of cruelty and neglect and children who had committed an offence.  
1917: A Departmental Committee appointed by the Scottish Office was established on ‘Tinkers in Scotland'
1918: The Departmental Committee on Tinkers in Scotland published their report.
1936: The Departmental Committee on Vagrancy in Scotland publishes its report. 
1967: Criminal Justice Act was enacted increasing maximum penalties for offences under the Trespass (Scotland) Act.
Note: This timeline does not seek to cover every event in relation to Forced Assimilation but rather provides a comprehensive summary of Ramsay and McPhees research in combination with key events identified from the SHRC's literature review.
Approach and purpose of this report
[bookmark: _Hlk216870279]This report presents the SHRC's analysis of the human rights issues raised by the Tinker Experiment. Our analysis draws on the independent research we commissioned, alongside an examination of the relevant international human rights laws and frameworks. This includes both legally binding human rights treaties as well as non-legally binding guidance, reports, and general comments from international human rights bodies. 
This report presents testimonial evidence from victims in line with the SHRC's Participation Strategy for 2024-28.[endnoteRef:3] All reasonable efforts have been made to verify statements as fact. However, much of the record on the Tinker Experiment lies in recollections, the experiences and the impacts felt by the victims themselves. Many of the recollections are supported by documents from the Victims’ Archive. Therefore, we have treated this evidence as authoritative for the purposes of identifying human rights issues. [3:  Scottish Human Rights Commission, Participation Strategy 2024-28] 

This report makes recommendations for addressing the continuing human rights issues stemming from the Tinker Experiment. The SHRC are clear that while the Tinker Experiment may have involved interventions which were lawful at the time they occurred, their lawfulness was the product of anti-Gypsy Traveller prejudice across Scotland and the UK. This led to discrimination and continuing human rights issues. Given this, our human rights analysis considers the ongoing harms of the Tinker Experiment by the human rights standards of today. 
The final recommendations in this report are informed by an independent expert analysis conducted by Professor Mairead Enright, an expert on redress. Victims of the experiment have had the opportunity to comment on and inform recommendations in line with the SHRC's Participation Strategy and the PANEL principles.[endnoteRef:4] These recommendations reflect the actions required of the State by human rights standards and best practice, and which should now be further designed, delivered and implemented in partnership with victims of the experiment and Scotland's Gypsy Travellers.  [4:  See: Victim Statement] 

The evidence and analysis in this report have led to 20 key findings. These findings cover both historic and continuing human rights issues. They focus on the forced assimilation of Scotland's Gypsy Travellers as well as issues relating to the rights to adequate housing, private and family life, health, education, employment and cultural life. 
Key findings
Forced assimilation 
The State systemically forced the assimilation of Scotland's Gypsy Travellers by conflating nomadism with vagrancy, discriminating against Gypsy Travellers and by enacting laws in the 1800s and 1900s to supress nomadic practice and to remove Gypsy Traveller children from their families.
The acts of forced assimilation carried out by the State are incompatible with Article 5(2) of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities (FCNM).
Right to adequate housing 
[bookmark: _Hlk218759229]The Scottish Government and local authorities have failed, and continue to fail, to uphold an adequate standard of living protected by Article 11 of ICESCR in relation to adequate housing for Scotland’s Gypsy Travellers.
Failure to uphold Article 11 of ICESCR is clearly evidenced in the development of experiment sites, like Bobbin Mill, which were used to forcibly assimilate Scotland’s Gypsy Travellers through the provision of intentionally substandard accommodation paid for by the State.
Examples of substandard accommodation funded by the State include the use of asbestos wood walls in the Nissen hut at Bobbin Mill. Additionally, there no electricity at Bobbin Mill until the 2010s, this lagged behind improvements made to general housing provision.  
Documentary evidence suggests that Perth County Council knew of the Church of Scotland's attempt to establish a camp at Gothens. 
Local councils sought to roll out the approach taken at Bobbin Mill in a number of areas across Scotland.
Failure to uphold Article 11 of ICESCR continues today through the provision of substandard accommodation at sites including: Bobbin Mill, Double Dykes and Tarvit Mill as highlighted by the Scottish Housing Regulator. 
The substandard accommodation conditions currently experienced by Scotland's Gypsy Travellers raises further issues in relation to discrimination. The evidence suggests a failure to address issues arising under Article 8 combined with Article 14 of the ECHR, Article 2 of ICESCR and Article 5(e) of CERD. All articles require states to both prohibit and take active steps to eliminate discrimination in rights such as adequate housing.
Right to private and family life 
By removing children from a family of Gypsy Travellers at Bobbin Mill for no other reason than to ease overcrowding, when alternative measures where available, the State, failed to comply with Article 8 of the ECHR regarding respect for private and family life. 
Threats to remove children were used by the State to compel families to assimilate, would, by today's standards amount to an interference with Article 8 of the ECHR. This has caused mental distress and prevented Scotland's Gypsy Travellers from conducting their family life and causing significant and lasting trauma. 
Removing children and placing them into care homes, including Kippen House, raises human rights issues in relation to Article 9 of the UNCRC. 
Rights to health, education and employment
By failing to comply with Article 11 of ICESCR by forcing Scotland’s Gypsy Travellers to assimilate in substandard accommodation the State has put rights to health, education and employment of the victims of the Tinker Experiment at risk. 
Rights to cultural life 
By enacting legislation and policy which forced Scotland's Gypsy Travellers to accept council housing provided by local authorities in areas where Gypsy Travellers faced hostility, the State has failed to comply with the right to cultural life protected by Article 15 of ICESCR and to provide culturally appropriate accommodation as protected by Article 11 of ICESCR. 
By failing to address legal barriers to reinstate the use of stopping places, for example via the Land Reform (Scotland) Act in 2003 and again in 2016, the State has failed to meet its duty under ICESCR to progressively increase access to cultural practices. 
The State has failed to protect and contributed to the active destruction of Scotland's Gypsy Traveller culture. 
Redress and reparations 
Victims of the Tinker Experiment have requested redress including apologies and reparations including compensation, cultural investment and improvements in accommodation. 
The Scottish Government apology in June 2025 does not meet human rights standards adopted by the UN General Assembly in relation to remedy and reparation for victims of human rights violations.
Evidence suggests significant differences approach from duty bearers to providing redress in the form of apologies, to different groups of victims in Scotland.
A transformative reparations approach which demonstrates alignment with international human rights standards should be used to address the harms of the Tinker Experiment. 
Recommendations
The SHRC is clear that State action to address the past and ongoing harms of the Tinker Experiment must include meaningful participation and leadership of victims of the experiment and Scotland's Gypsy Travellers across all elements of reparations. This should be done in conjunction with reviewing legal standards of the past, recognising cultural losses and rejecting state-centric and assimilative practices. The following recommendations should be taken forward at pace.
Overarching recommendation: State adoption of a transformative reparations approach 
We recommend that duty bearers adopt a transformative reparations approach in response to the Tinker Experiment. 
A transformative reparations approach consists of four key elements including:
Participation and leadership of victims in the design and development of their own reparations.
Critiquing and reviewing legal standards of the past. Duty bearers should critique and review legislation which continues perpetuate harm done to victims.
Recognition of the cultural harms and losses including reparations for: experiences of substandard accommodation, actual and threatened child removal, forced displacement as well as measures to establish adequate culturally appropriate housing for the victims and their descendants.
Rejection of State-centric and assimilationist approaches in the delivery of reparations by ensuring that the process of providing reparations does not inflict further harm and trauma on affected people by reinforcing assimilationist norms or focusing on the needs of the State. This can be achieved primarily through a reparations scheme that is both independently operated and monitored by an independent oversight mechanism. 
By adopting a transformative reparations approach, the State should be able to deliver against the following recommendations for victims of the Tinker Experiment: 
1. Compensation 
Financial compensation to victims and families
 Rehabilitation
Culturally appropriate review of, and steps to ensure adequacy of, accommodation provision including Gypsy Traveller sites
Investment in community empowerment, self-advocacy and cultural development
Satisfaction 
Further Scottish Government apologies
Truth recovery on harms to children
Guarantees of non-repetition
A review of current legislation and policy
Ensuring equality in access to remedy
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