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STAG services
help all stay safe
“I HAVE to commend all the staff in STAG: thanks
to them and all our allies in the Dun LaoghaireRathdown community, we haven’t had a single
positive case of COVID-19 since the lockdown,”
says Director Geraldine Dunne. STAG, working
closely with Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown County
Council’s (DLRCOCO) Traveller Accommodation
Unit and other local agencies, has provided the
advice and support services needed since this
crisis began to the roughly 500 Travellers living
in Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown. STAG has
also continued to provide -- by phone and social
media -- its health, education, youth,
employment and advocacy services, and has
found an increase in numbers looking to join
both our youth service and TASK training
programme. We are also getting advice requests
from people living as far away as Wexford,
Waterford, Cork, Kildare, Kerry- and even the US
and UK- on subjects ranging from conflict
STAG Director Geraldine Dunne and Garda Marian Power
management to how to get food! STAG is
with COVID-19 information packs and Easter surprises for
involved in our local COVID-19 Community
nearly 150 Traveller families
Response group, and continues to actively make
sure Traveller community needs will be met. As
the lockdown lifts, Ms Dunne confirms that
STAG will continue to provide COVID-19 hygiene
packs, arrange IT supports, and address food
needs.
STAG’s Children’s & Young People’s Programme (C&YPP) is in
contact -– remotely -- with even more young people during
the pandemic than it normally is. Our virtual programme has
given us the opportunity to include young people who have
heard about us all the way from Wexford, Carlow, Tullow, the
UK and the US. They’ve been busy organising keep-fit
challenges, as well as sending photos and videos via Facebook
Messenger. Mary Connors, C&YPP co-ordinator, is in contact
with members of the group most days and says “they keep me
going as well.” Some young people are doing bake-offs, others
are now “cooking for their mammies,” and still others are
organising quizzes. Some young people have just started
working on making a Stay Positive video and many have entered
STAG’s Covid 19 Art Competition, which has four age categories
(the deadline for which has been extended to the end of June).
Miss Conners is organising prizes to be given when the
Mary Connors, Children & Young People's
lockdown is over. The situation is, of course, “100 per cent very
co-ordinator: in virtual contact with
more young people than ever
hard on kids,” shares Miss Connors, especially for some who
don’t have smart phones or who may run out of credit.

C&YPP gets calls from around
Ireland - and even the US!
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Health team became a lifeline
for the community... on their
phones non-stop in lockdown

Mary O'Brien, Primary Health Care Co-ordinator
"Mental health has been one of the biggest
problems, especially for older people"

Primary Health Care workers Nan Connors, above,
and below (from left) Maggie Connors, Louise
McDonough and Stephanie O'Brien

MARY O’Brien, STAG’s Primary Health Care (PHC) Director and her
team of PHC workers were the lifeline for the Traveller community in
Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown since the Covid-19 lockdown was announced
on March 12th: if anyone got a sneeze or a sniffle, they’d ring Mary or
her team, who’d put them in touch with the right person to help them
right away.
“We had to get the information out about how dangerous the crisis
was; we use Facebook constantly and we’re constantly on the phone,
especially to older people as well as to people with underlying
ailments,” one team member shares. Such people include one couple
cocooning in their house in a group housing scheme, one with a
disability. “Fair play, for the past few months they’ve been going from
their house to their back garden,” says Mary. Younger people have been
doing the shopping for older members of their families, leaving the
purchased goods outside the doors of the cocooners.
The PHC team is finding that mental health -- already an issue for many
members of the Travelling community -- has been one of the biggest
problems, especially with older people getting lonely and depressed.
Mary and her team telephone community members constantly, and
have gone the extra mile to refer people to Exchange House Ireland’s
mental health counsellors when necessary.
Another ongoing problem is access to treatment for people living with
diabetes, as most diabetes clinics are not open.
Another concern of the team regards connecting community members
to GPs; in the few instances where community members had suspected
possible cases of COVID-19, we found it is difficult to make contact with
the Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council. Thankfully, this issue is
improving as the Council “has been brilliant” and provided four isolation
caravans so that people could isolate if needed. The Council first
disinfected all the sites, and now people are doing this themselves.
Mary is in regular contact with Pavee Point, which co-ordinates the
Primary Health Care for Travellers Projects nationally. She says that as
restrictions are gradually lifted, she and her team will have to get
messages out all over again. “People will think things are going back to
normal, but things will still be far from normal for a long time.”
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Physical challenges and Zoom, banter and craic:
how Men's Shed keeps going in a pandemic
THE men involved with Men's Shed, one of the newest of STAG’s
programmes, were devastated when the countrywide shutdown to
fight COVID-19 was announced. Since October 2019, when an
enthusiastic young Traveller man took the lead to begin a men’s
shed with Community Liaison Officer Grainne Fennell, a group of
Traveller men had been meeting in STAG’s Sandyford centre every
Wednesday night. They shared craic, banter, games of pool and
darts – and over a meal, discussed everything from sports to family
to mental health. With funding from Healthy Ireland, they started
planning events such as Cycle Against Suicide, Pobal Courses and
fundraising for causes close to the men’s hearts. Upset by the
lockdown, the men have used social media to keep in touch on a
daily and weekly basis. The platform was used to check in on each
other, share valuable information around the pandemic and keep
up spirits by challenging each other to take part in healthy and safe
activities. The reality now is that this is the new norm: the group is
now meeting and taking part in activities through organised Zoom
meetings where several physical challenges have already taken
place and have been the centre of conversation and craic since the
lockdown began. Digital and food poverty, like in so many other
communities, is a major hurdle to overcome. The group is now
exploring the idea of getting recipe ingredients to shed members
who can then use that to plan and create a meal, meet over Zoom
once a week to eat and discuss future events and challenges they
face during this lockdown. Men’s Shed also wants to provide
financial support for members without digital equipment to cover
the costs of staying connected via phones and computers.

Grainne Fennell, Community Liaison Officer, in
STAG's Sandyford centre, where the Men's Shed used to
meet every Wednesday night

Interest in TASK increases during
COVID-19 lockdown

Amylouise Hussain, STAG's TASK coordinator: laptops needed for some
learners to continue training online

TASK co-ordinator Amylouise Hussain continued –- remotely -- to provide
the 12 participants in STAG’s TASK (Training, Awareness, Skills, Knowledge)
programme with training during lockdown. Hussain adapted and continued
the TASK programme by posting worksheets, talking to learners by phone,
meeting using Zoom sessions, and checkin in on members through Facebook.
It was a challenge because of the lack of resources, but students have
continued to thrive all the same. STAG is currently exploring funding to
acquire improved IT equipment. Interest in training has increased during
lockdown, and TASK is now looking for approval from programme funder
DDLETB to recruit more people onto the programme. The 12 participants are
at varying levels in their modules, and all are looking forward to the time
when learners may be able to get back together in STAG’s Sandyford centre.
Three or four people had just started with TASK when the lockdown was
announced. About four of the participants are nearly ready for their final QQI
Level 5 Maths and IT exams. Some learners are hoping to pass their exams so
that they can apply for Hair & Beauty courses in Sallynoggin College of
Further Education in September. The DDLETB has been completely
supportive in providing LTI programmes to assist learners to reach their
targets says Amylouise. In the meantime, a number of the TASK participants
are also entering our COVID-19 Art competition!
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"Many in community are struggling with mental
health issues," says STAG's Advocacy team

Kathleen McAleer, Women's Aid Advocacy worker and STAG
centre manager, left: "Older people found restrictions very
hard."

STAG’s advocacy team is working closely with STAG’s Primary
Health Care workers to support members of the community
who need advice and help in the COVID crisis: this can mean
referring people with depression to Exchange House Ireland’s
counselling services, advising on which domestic abuse
shelters are open, helping people to fill in forms to access
benefits and, in particular, helping people over 65. Advocacy
Co-Ordinator Kitty Connors confirms that mental health issues
have been a big problem for the community – older people in
particular, used to regular contact with their extended families,
have found the restrictions very hard. Like other STAG staff,
the Advocacy team has been providing advice for people from
outside Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown, including people living in
Wexford, Wicklow and Carlow. Many in the community are
also struggling financially and Advocacy is working with STAG
Director Geraldine Dunne and Crosscare on a plan to deliver
food parcels to families. As well as all this, Kitty had time to
work on the project "In Other Words," a collection of
Gammon/Cant words with folklorist Michael Fortune and
young Travellers.

CE staff continues working and training
THE 12 participants on STAG’s CE programme have
continued working and training throughout the
pandemic with the support of the Department of
Social Welfare says CE supervisor Margaret O’Leary.
Some CE staff supported other programmes, working
with the Primary Health Care and Accommodation
teams. Four of the participants continued QQI Level 4
training, one continued QQI Level 5. A number of
participants also became involved in Traveller Autism
Awareness training, supporting children in making a
video. One caretaker on the CE programme
completed manual handling through online training.
The majority of the staff completed basic Covid-19
training online, and Ms O’Leary, the Supervisor,
completed compliance Covid-19 training. At the end of
the first three months, STAG’s management was
working on plans for how to return staff to work in
the centre, possibly on rotation, bearing in mind that a
number have underlying conditions which make them
vulnerable.

Margaret O'Leary, CE supervisor: "CE participants continued to
work and train"
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