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GROWTH IN DUTCH CARAVAN-CAMP CHILDREN*

by M. J. R oede

University Children’s Hospital “Het Wilhelmina Kinderziekenhuis” ; Institute of Human 
Biology, Maastricht, The Netherlands

Abstract: One of the minority groups in The Netherlands consists of Dutch 
caravan-camp dwellers. Part of them stays more or less permanently on one cara
van camp, others prefer to wander around from one camp to the other. Recently, 
their primitive dog-carts, horse-carts, and tilt-cars are exchanged for — often 
rather well-equipped — living-wagons and caravans. Yet, the overall hygienic and 
nutritional conditions clearly lag behind the average Dutch standards.

During 1978—1980 anthropometric data were collected to evaluate the health 
conditions of about 400 caravan-camp children of Dutch origin of 3—15 years of 
age. Their height and weight for height were compared with national Dutch 
growth standards. The caravan-camp children have proved to be significantly 
smaller, yet heavier than the average of Dutch children. Improvement of the 
overall camp environment should be further stimulated.
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In tro d u c tio n

In  1975 in  T he N etherlands 20 000 D u tc h  caravan-dw ellers w ere liv ing  on 
a b o u t 170 cen tra  an d  cam ps ( V e r n o o y  1977). These are freq u en ted  exclusively  
b y  these  caravan-dw ellers an d , in c id en ta lly , sm all g roups of a u th e n tic  gypsies 
an d  h av e  n o t to  be confused w ith  to u ris t cam ping  sites. P a r t  o f th e  caravan - 
dw ellers s tay s  m ore or less p e rm a n e n tly  on one ca rav an -a rea , o th e rs  prefer 
to  w ander a ro u n d  from  one cam p to  th e  o th e r. T he h is to ry  o f th e  caravan - 
dw ellers o f D u tch  origin — w ho like to  n am e  them selves “ tra v e lle rs” — da tes 
b ack  to  generations of ra m b lin g  ancesto rs. A t f irs t, du ring  th e ir  ram bling  
a ro u n d  th e y  sp en t th e  n ig h t in  barns or cheap  tav e rn s . In  th e  second h a lf  of 
th e  fo rm er c e n tu ry  and  th e  beg inn ing  o f  th is  c e n tu ry  th e  “ tra v e lle rs”  s ta r te d  
to  get th e ir  ow n m eans o f tra n sp o r t , like  dog-carts an d  ho rse-carts , also used  
fo r passing  th e  n ig h t. L a te r, th e y  used covered  w agons, w hile n o w ad ay s th e y  
possess — o ften  ra th e r  well equ ipped  — ca rav an s . In  fo rm er d ays th e  co n tac t 
w ith  th e  re s t o f th e  society  w as good; th e  “ tra v e lle rs” were a p p rec ia ted  for 
b ring ing  th e  la te s t  news from  o th e r v illages. W hen th e y  did n o t longer n ig h tly  
m ix  am ong o th e r citizens, th e y  lo s t m ore a n d  m ore c o n ta c t w ith  th e ir  c o u n try 
m en w ith  fixed  abode. T oday , th e y  are r a th e r  d is tru s tfu l to w ard s civil society.

* This study was supported by a grant to the University Children’s Hospital “Het Wilhel
mina Kinderziekenhuis” from the Ministry of Health and Environmental Protection.
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T he occupation  o f  m ale  caravan-dw ellers used  to  be ped la r, haw ker, cha ir- 
m ender, tin k e r, or scissors-grinder. A t p resen t, th e y  o ften  claim  to  be m erch an t, 
i.e. in  m ost cases sca rp -iro n  or ju n k -d ea le r; th e ir  cam ps — m o stly  s itu a te d  
a t  th e  o u tsk ir ts  o f to w n  — can  be recognized from  a d is tan ce  b y  huge piles 
o f o ld  cars. P a r t  o f th e m  used  to  w ork as a p ea t d igger, w hile now adays sm all 
p a r t  o f th em  w ork as casual labourers on farm s or fac to ries. O thers are  m usici
ans. E specially  d u ring  sum m er, th e y  like to  tra v e l to  su rround ing  cou n tries  
to  p lay  a t  fairs an d  festiv ities. M any o f th e  caravan -dw elle rs  are  u nem ployed  
or re jec ted  for la b o u r as m edical u n fit.

B ecause of th e  d e v ia tin g  lifesty le o f th e  caravan -dw ellers , also re su ltin g  in  
d ifferen t a ttitu d e s  to w ard s  hygiene a n d  d ie t, th e y  can  be considered as a 
sep a ra te  su b -p o p u la tio n  o f th e  D u tch  n a tio n .

C hildren o f ca ravan -dw elle rs  grow u p  u n d e r co m p ara tiv e ly  u n fav o u rab le  
conditions as com pared  w ith  o th e r D u tc h  ch ildren . P re n a ta l care leaves m uch  
to  be desired; o ften  th e  p reg n an t m o th e r only  consu lts  a d is tric t-n u rse  ju s t  
before delivery . C hild m o rta lity  is h ig h er th a n  in  th e  re s t o f th e  c o u n try . 
T hough  a t  p re sen t a lm o st all ch ildren  in  th e  cam ps ge t th e  usual v acc in a tio n s, 
i t  is h a rd  to  in s tru c t th e  m o s tly  suspicious an d  o ften  illite ra te  m o thers. In fa n ts , 
to dd le rs and  schoo lch ild ren  often  h av e  a lim e n ta ry  d isorders, an d  a h igh p e r 
cen tage suffers from  a s th m a  an d  b ro n ch itis . T hese fac ts  have  been m en tio n ed  
in  rep o rts  concern ing  th e  s ta tu s  of h e a lth  o f th is  m in o rity -g ro u p , b u t  so fa r  
are  n o t y e t q u a n ti ta t iv e ly  ev a lu a ted .

F o r some tim e  v o lu n teers , m ostly  p riests , tr ie d  to  im prove th e  cond itions 
in  th e  cam ps. L a te r , civil se rv an ts  o f th e  g o v ern m en t s ta r te d  h e a lth  care  
am ong th e  caravan-dw ellers. A t p resen t, in  th e  la rg e r cen tres w a te r-su p p ly  
an d  sewage are  p ro v id ed  for, while th e re  is a b u ild ing  w ith  room  for a h e a lth  
clinic fo r in fa n ts  a n d  to d d le rs . O ften, th e re  is a sm all school, v is ited  b y  th e  
school d o c to r for in sp ec tio n  o f th e  ch ild ren  accord ing  to  th e  schedule t h a t  
applies for all D u tc h  ch ild ren  o f school age. School docto rs included  re p o r ts  
on th e ir  experiences w ith  ca rav an  ch ild ren  in  th e ir  y ea rly  rep o rts , b u t  u n til  
now  no n a tio n a l su rv ey  w as perform ed. I t  was th u s  considered  a good o p p o r
tu n i ty  to  collect d a ta  on ch ildren  of th e  above described  sub -popu la tion  d u rin g  
th e  th ird  n a tio n -w id e  D u tch  su rvey  on grow th .

M ethods

D uring  th e  th ird  na tion -w ide  b iom etric  su rv ey  in  T he N eth erlan d s (1980) 
d a ta  on h e igh t an d  w eigh t o f ab o u t 40 000 boys a n d  girls o f 0 — 19 years  o f 
age w ere collected. T he ac tu a l m easuring  an d  re g is tra tio n  was done b y  te a m s  
o f h ea lth  clinics an d  school doctors during  th e ir  reg u la r inspection  of th e  
ch ildren . T h ro u g h  personal v isits  to  all co opera ting  team s s tr ic t in s tru c tio n s  
a b o u t m easu ring  tech n iq u es were g iven, an d  th e  m easuring  in s tru m e n ts  
verified . A sm all n u m b er o f school docto rs p ro v ed  to  be in  th e  positio n  to  
g a th e r as well m easu rem en ts  of ca rav an  ch ild ren . T hus, d a ta  on 201 boys 
a n d  199 girls, 3 — 15 years  o f age, from  11 cam ps sp read  all over th e  c o u n try  
cou ld  be collected. T he m ateria l d id  include som e ch ildren  o f n o n -D u tch  
orig in , m ain ly  gypsies, b u t  these  have  been  excluded  from  th e  analyses.

H eig h t w as n o te d  dow n in  cen tim eters an d  m illim eters, w eight in  k ilog ram s 
a n d  hectogram s. I t  is th e  in ten tio n  to  com pare th e  D u tch  c a rav an  ch ild ren
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w ith  th e ir  s im ultaneously  m easured  c o u n te rp a r ts . H ow ever, while p rep arin g  
th is  p ap er, th e  fin a l re su lts  o f th e  re c e n t na tion -w ide  survey, on grow th  
w ere n o t y e t ava ilab le . H ence, i t  was decided  to  com pare  th e  D u tch  ca rav an  
ch ild ren  w ith  th e  re su lts  o f  th e  second n a tio n -w id e  su rv ey  on g row th  of 1965 
(v a n  W i e r i n g e n  1972). T h is s tu d y  w as perfo rm ed  accord ing  a sim ilar la y 
o u t as th e  one o f 1980. F o r  each c a ra v a n  child  its  s ta n d a rd  d ev ia tion  score 
(SDS =  (a tta in ed  heigh t — m ean h e ig h t) /s tan d a rd  d ev ia tio n  was ca lcu la ted , 
m ean  h e igh t and  s ta n d a rd  d ev ia tio n  b e ing  th e  1965 va lu es  fo r each p a rticu la r  
age. M oreover, for each child  w eight fo r h e igh t was ca lcu la ted , expressed  as 
p ercen tag e  of th e  D u tch  m ed ian  values o f w eight for h e ig h t o f 1965.

R esu lts

H eight. As s ta n d a rd  d ev ia tio n  scores a re  in d ep en d en t o f sex th e  SD -scores 
of boys an d  girls were com bined . Per age  group th e  average  SD -score an d  its  
s ta n d a rd  dev ia tion  are g iven  in  T able 1. Table 1 show s th a t  a t  all ages th e  
ca rav an  ch ildren  h av e  n eg a tiv e  SDS v a lu es , th u s  being sm aller th a n  th e  av e r
age h e igh t of th e ir  D u tch  con tem p o raries  of 1965. P re lim in a ry  resu lts  o f th e  
nation -w ide  su rv ey  of 1980 in d ica te  th a t  for b o th  boys a n d  girls a t  su bsequen t 
ages th e  s ta n d a rd  d ev ia tio n s do no t d iffer from  those  o f  1965, while th e  m ean  
values o f height o f 1980 positiv e ly  d e v ia te  from  th e  1965 values. The increase 
of h e ig h t being rou g h ly  a b o u t h a lf  a cm  for b o th  boys a n d  girls a t th e  age of

Age
in years N

s. d. score

X s. d.

3 13 — 1.02 0.82
4 14 - 0 .6 9 0.96
5 35 - 0 .4 7 1.00
6 37 - 0 .7 7 0.75
7 34 - 0 .3 0 1.15
8 48 - 0 .3 5 0.88
9 54 - 0 .5 4 1.03

10 50 - 0 .3 6 0.87
11 47 - 0 .2 3 1.17
12 30 — 0.21 1.54
13 18 — 0.37 1.43
14 4 —0.16 —

15 3 — 1.70 —

fiv e , a b o u t 2 cm  in  boys an d  3 cm in girls a t  th e  age o f  te n , an d  ab o u t 3 an d  
2 cm , re spec tive ly , a t  th e  age o f fifteen . T his leads to  th e  conclusion th a t  th e  
ca rav an  children  will p rove to  be even sm aller, w hen  co m p ared  w ith  th e ir  
con tem poraries m easu red  in  th e  sam e p e rio d  a ro u n d  1980.

W eight fo r  height. O f th e  ca rav an  boys 61.2 p er cen t a n d  of th e  ca rav an  
girls 70.3 per cen t p ro v ed  to  h av e  a w eigh t for h e ig h t v a lu e  above th e  m edian
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Table 1

Standard deviation scores (x and s.d.) (height) in caravancamp-children 
in 1980, as compared to Dutch P50 values of 1965



Weight for Height % (x and s.d.) in caravancamp-children in 1980, 
as compared to Dutch P50 W/H — values of 1965

Table 2

Cam p
o' d 9 9

N X s. d . N X s. d  .

A 26 106.6 17.2 29 111.2 18.2
B 12 125.5 36.0 19 119.6 21.6
C 31 101.2 7.8 43 105.5 10.5
D 26 105.1 14.2 18 113.7 15.8
E 14 102.7 9.3 8 98.5 8.7
F 13 106.6 11.2 15 110.3 13.5
G 9 103.7 18.3 14 112.1 12.1
H 19 106.7 9.9 11 104.9 13.9
I 30 111.5 15.0 20 102.5 11.2
J 20 105.0 18.4 20 104.4 24.6

of 1965. In, T able 2 per cam p  th e  m ean  w eight for h e ig h t p ercen tag e  an d  its  
s ta n d a rd  dev ia tion  are lis ted . This T ab le  shows th a t  on  th e  average  b o th  
ca ra v a n  boys an d  girls su rpass th e  1965 values. In  cam p B e x tra  h igh  values 
w ere found . On th e  re g is tra tio n  card  th e  docto r was asked  fo r his su b jec tive  
im pression  of s ta tu re  an d  w eigh t o f th e  child  in  te rm s o f sm all, average, or ta ll , 
an d  th in , average, or fa t, re spec tive ly . F o r cam p B su p p lem en ta ry  rem ark s 
w ere given such as “ ad ip o s ita s” , “ incred ib le  fa t” , or “ re m itte d  for d ie t in s tru c 
tio n s” . This m akes i t  reasonab le  th a t  in  m ost cases th e  overw eigh t o f th e  ca rav an  
ch ild ren  is due to  a su rp lus o f fa t.

A nation -w ide  su rv ey  on eigh t y ea rs  o ld  schoolch ildren  (d e  W i j n  et al. 
1979) an d  th e  N ym egen G row th  S tu d y  on 4 —14 years old ones ( R o e d e  1979) 
re p o rte d  th a t  since 1965 th e re  h a rd ly  has been an  increase in  w eight in  D u tc h  
ch ild ren . S u p p o rt fo r th is  phenom enon  is given b y  p re lim in a ry  resu lts  o f th e  
na tion -w ide  su rv ey  on g ro w th  of 1980. On th e  average th e  D u tc h  child  becam e 
ta lle r  b u t  m ore slender. A ccordingly , i t  m ay  be expec ted  th a t  w hen  th e  ca rav an  
ch ild ren  will be com pared  w ith  th e  f in a l w eight for h e ig h t s ta n d a rd s  of 1980, 
th e y  w ill be found  to  be even  m ore h eav y  th a n  th e ir  co n tem p o raries , m easured  
in  th e  sam e period  o f tim e . In  th is  resp ec t ch ild ren  o f c a ra v a n  dwellers w ith  
th e ir  in  m any  w ays d ev ia tin g  life-sty le  resem ble m ost ch ild ren  o f th e  low est 
social groups of th e ir  c o u n try m en  w ith  fix ed  abode. A t p re se n t in  T he N e th e r
lan d s these  h av e  overw eigh t, accord ing  to  sk in fo ld  m easu rem en ts , due to  fa t  
( d e  W i j n  et al. 1979).
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