Midlands Prison Chaplains'
Annual Report 2019

. Introduction

. Therearecurrently three chaplains assignedto the Midlands Prison, engaging withthe
870+ men who are here at any one time. The Midlands' chaplaincy team has seen a
turnover of personnel over the last few years, losing some valuable experience along
the way.

. We are grateful to the Chaplains who have gone before us, for the contribution they
have made, and the respect in which the Chaplaincy is held, in the Prison.

. Two members of the current chaplaincy team entered the Irish Prison Service in 2015,
and one in 2016. We have served together here in Midlands since May 2018.

. Chaplaincy at a National level is also undergoing big changes in personnel, with the
recruitment of new chaplains across the prison estate during 2019. We also welcomed
the appointment of the Interim Head Chaplain during the year.

_ At local and national levels the chaplaincy faces many challenges, and does so ina

spirit of dialogue and mutual respect, as we look to focus on what the role of chaplaincy
is, and could be into the future.

. Brief Review of 2019

. Generally, our chaplaincy involves visiting the new committals and meeting with the
men throughout the prison. We are available to them whenever we are needed,
particularly at times of illness, death, sentencing, and when people are struggling to
cope. We also engage with families, mainly by phone and sometimes in the visitors
centre. This is a particularly important link between the men inside and their loved ones.

Aside from our regular chaplaincy commitments, the past year included the following:

. We sadly had four deaths in custody during the year, and we responded in conjunction
with the Management and Staff. We believe there is a need for a clear IPS Policy
regarding the funeral arrangements of a person who dies in custody, and does not have
a family member to take responsibility for the remains, after death. It is important that
Next of Kin details be regularly updated.

In March, we participated in a Safeguarding Day in IPSC, Portlaocise, and in April we
attended the Mass for Deceased prison Officers, Berkeley Road, Dublin

. In-May, we held a meeting of our local chaplaincy team, in IPSC, Portlaoise. The
purpose of the meeting was to look at how our chaplaincy service is going, and how
we could focus on, and give more attention to, the priorities in the service.



. In June, we attended an excellent conference in Dublin Castle: " Sexual Offences - The

Challenge of balancing Rights in the Criminal Justice System " . A few days later we

participated in the funeral mass of a deceased prison officer. Towards the end of the

month, we participated in the National Chaplains meeting in Shelton Abbey and the

retreat in Glendalough

In July, the Director General visited the prison, and discussed the 2018 Annual Report
with the chaplain on duty. Later in the month we met with a volunteer who began
assisting with music at the Sunday masses, from September 15t

. In August, we participated in the Memorial Service | i~ \PS, Longford.

. September saw the return of music and song to the Sunday masses, and we changed

the mass for C/E/G landings from Saturday evening to Sunday evening, in order to

concentrate the three masses on the one day. This change is to be reviewed in the new
year.

We attended the Meeting of National Chaplains in IPSC, Portlaoise. This meeting was

attended by the Inspector of Prisons and focused on our role in Deaths in Custody. We
also had a visit here from the Interim Head Chaplain.

Two of the chaplains were interviewed by representatives of the European Committee

for the Prevention of Torture during their visit to the prison. The committee listened to

what the chaplains' had to say, and took note.

Another meeting of National Chaplains was held in October in IPSC, Portlacise This
month, due to reduced chaplain numbers, we had to suspend the weekly meditation
which began earlier in the year, and was held each Thursday on E/G landings.

In November we assisted at the celebration of mass for the Deceased Members in St
Peter's Church, Portlaoise.

In December, we conducted the prayer service at the Christmas gathering of the Visitors
Centre Staff

Within the prison, we attend Case Conferences, Review Meetings, monthly Multi D
meetings, weekly MAMS meetings, critical incident reviews and lifers meetings. We
liaise around Neutral Venue Visits, and prisoners' visits to relatives in hospital and
funeral homes. Externally, we attend the monthly meeting SR and
link in with the visitors centre.

. During the year we attended an information session in IPSC, Stack House, in relation
to the NVRU. One Chaplain provides regular service to that unit.

. We supported staff during the year, in times of personal tragedy.

. Issues of concern

Many of the issues of concern named in our 2018 repott, are still valid.

Within the prison, there are occasions when men are sleeping on floors; staff numbers
at the end of each quarter impact on services available for the prisoners; the availability
of drugs on landings is a concern; people with serious mental health issues continue to
be imprisoned; and post-release issues for men with sex offence convictions continue
to be ofconcern.

. Atalocal level, there is the urgent need for a fourth permanent full-time chaplain, and
the post of Head Chaplain will hopefully be filled in the coming year.



. During the final three months of the year, we operated with two chaplains, as one of the
team was out on - Jeave. In addition, one of the chaplains was on annual leave for
the first half of October 2019. In August 2019, a request had been made for a locum
chaplain to fill the expected vacancy caused by - leave. On November 26"2019 a
locum chaplain arrived, and stayed in the job for four days. A lot of time and energy was
devoted to the induction of this new chaplain, during that week.

On the back of this experience, we would recommend that a thorough review be done
of the recruitment process in this case, so that, in the future, local chaplaincy services
not be negatively impacted by | INESESE or annual /eave. There needs be
adequate professional cover available in the case of long-term absences, particularly
here in Midlands, where the ratio of prisoner to chaplain is so high.

. The situation described above (3.c) put huge pressure on the chaplaincy, working as
it is with such a large prison population. It has impacted on the service we give to the
men in our care, and on our own well-being. We are hopeful that, in the new year,
another locum chaplain can be sourced, and a fourth full-time chaplain be appointed,
so that a consistent long-term chaplaincy, with four full-time chaplains, can be
guaranteed.

. With a settled, albeit reduced, chaplaincy team in Midlands now for a year and a half,
we see the needto develop a consistent service inourchaplaincy. Thiswasa key point
at our meeting in May (2.c). With this in mind, we are taking little steps to bring
consistency to the service so that we can concentrate on engagement with, and
pastoral care of, the men in the prison, and also engagement with, and support of,
their family members. There are a lot of things which are not the responsibility of
chaplaincy, but which often land on our desks. We need to create space and time to
be able to have meaningful ongoing engagement with individual men in the prison for
their spiritual and pastoral care, rather than the superficial fire-fighting encounters
which are so often the case in the present reality.

We found the time around the introduction of the revised Regime Management Plan
restrictive in our access to the men. It caused frustrations for them, and for us. The
regime where men, if they were not engaging in purposeful activities (school, workshops
which are often closed and there are not enough spaces for every man) were to be
locked in their cells during the day - sometimes with 3 men to a cell. We were seriously
concerned about this regime and its impact on the men in custody, as well as the safety
of all. It also impacted greatly on our ability to access men we needed to engage with.

. During the summer of 2019, the A3 and A2 landings underwent significant changes in
personnel as people were moved out and others brought in. It was a disruptive time for
many, and difficult for the individuals concerned as they settled into their new
surroundings. Lack of clarity around plans for recreation, and other aspects of the
change, caused some tension which thankfully has dissipated as the months have
passed.



h. Issues have arisen with the supervision of groups (eg Church of Ireland Service
(Thursdays), Muslim Prayers (Fridays), Choir Practice (Saturdays). Groups are
dependent on a Chaplain to be present, in order to function which is not ideal as the
chaplain usually has other responsibilities to attend to, while these groups are meeting.
Hopefully a solution to this issue can be reached, to the satisfaction of all concerned.

i. We acknowledge the work of the Staff in the whole area of prison visits, and we
appreciate their collaboration, including in the booking of Spiritual Visits. A few concerns
did arise around visits during the year - at times, people not getting their allocated time;
reduction in the number of visits per day so that it is not possible for men to receive two
visits per week; sick and infirm visits never get ‘enhanced' as they cannot meet the
criteria for same by attending school or going to workshops; no walk- in visit for the
newly committed because of inadequate number of visiting slots; people being refused
visits due to incorrect documentation (need for discretion in certain circumstances). Is it
possible to have visits later in the evenings, especially during spring/summer, and on
Sundays to facilitate families?

j- Neutral Venue Visits - These were quite regular and well organised for the first six
months of the year. Then they seem to have tapered off, and stopped happening. We
are really concerned at this development because the Neutral Venue visits are an
invaluable part of a man's sentence management programme, his well-being, and
ultimately his rehabilitation. They need to be encouraged, developed and supported
by the IPS.

k. Itis our perception that there is an ongoing shortage of staff in the Midlands Prison,
and particularly towards the end of each quarter . This leads to restrictions on the daily
activities of the men in the prison, and impacts on the welfare of prisoners, Staff,
Services, the school, and Chaplaincy (3.h.). This situation is not conducive to the
rehabilitation of the men in our care.

4. Religious Services

While we meet on a daily basis with men of various different faiths, and none, we organise
religious services as follows:

a. Muslim - Friday Prayers were conducted weekly, and the Imam attends on a monthly
basis. Around 18 men attend.

b. Church of Ireland - A service was held each Thursday with a visiting Church of Ireland
Minister present weekly.

c. Roman Catholic - three weekend masses were celebrated by one of the chaplains, and
prepared by chaplaincy team. Attendance at the two Sunday morning masses is around
25 each, while around 90 attend the Sunday evening mass. This mass has a prisoners'
choir of the highest quality. Visiting priests help out, when required, and stipend is paid
to them by the prison.



The participation of a volunteer from the local parish who has assisted with music at the
Sunday masses since September ist, 2019, and has helped with other services
including guiding the E/G choir, has been extremely positive, and we look forward to
this assistance continuing into the coming year.

5. Gratitude

a. We recognise that the chaplaincy service could not function in isolation. We are grateful
for, and really appreciate, the positive relationship and dialogue we enjoy with the
Governoars, Management and Staff of the prison, with the members of the varied services
who work here, and with the management and the Staff assigned to the Visitors centre

b. We thank the priests of the Catholic Parish of Porllacise, and other priests, who
celebrate masses here, when required.

c. We thank the Ministers of the Church of Ireland who assist at the service each Thursday.

And we thank the Imam for his visits, and support of the Muslim community here.

e. Thanks also to the-paris hes and family centres, monasteries, convents and retreat
centres around the country which facilitate Neutral Venue Visits. The people who host
the visits give of their time freely and generously to ensure that the men, and their
families, have a wholesome and significant family experience. We are very grateful to
the Staff who volunteer to accompany the men on these visits.

f.  We trust that we, as a Chaplaincy Service, make a positive contribution to the overall
life of the prison, and we thank each and every person with whom we share this integral
service.

a

Chaplains, Midlands Prison, Portlaoise.

December 3lst, 2019.






