Interim Chaplaincy Report 2019

Portlaoise Prison

I began my current temporary appointment here in Portlaoise on April 1%
2019. This interim report will attempt in Item 1 to outline what I have
observed from a Chaplain’s perspective since I arrived.

Item 2 of this report will set out the progress I feel I have made in the last
four months since my arrival here at Portlaoise.

Item 3 will also touch on some of the goals I will be working towards while I
am currently on temporary placement.

Item 1.

I have found Portlaoise Prison to be a very unique environment in the
sense that it is three separate prisons within the one compound. This
leads to many different kinds of daily regimes throughout the prison
and has placed me as Chaplain on a steep learning curve which I am
wholeheartedly embracing.

The blocks are C. E. and A.

C Block is the type of environment with which I have been most
familiar and in that sense I hit the ground running. The men have full
access to the school and the various workshops available to them. The
gym on C Block is full every day and as well as the obvious benefits of
constructive gym work promoting physical wellbeing it also offers a
fantastic social opportunity to all who use it. As Chaplain I have
unaccompanied access to all areas in C Block and we have a
celebration of Mass every Sunday morning which is always well
attended.

E Block houses the political prisoners and this was a set up I was not
familiar with in the sense that as Chaplain I would not normally walk
these landings unannounced but instead would wait to be called if
someone needed Chaplaincy assistance. Again the workshops on E
Block are used extensively and the gyms are regularly used by all
landings. The freedom of movement for the men during unlock
promotes a healthy working atmosphere on E Block.



A Block is our high security wing and again it is a setup I was not
entirely familiar with but since my arrival I have found it to be an
interesting challenge and one I engage with on a regular basis. I have
found the greatest challenge to the men in our care here in Portlaoise
involves life on the A Block. This stems from the fact that A Block is
unique in itself as it operates as five distinctly separate units under the
one roof.

The segregation aspect of A Block makes social interaction of any
reasonable kind almost impossible. There are no workshops on or
attached to A Block making it extremely difficult for men to shake off
the everyday monotony of the landing and all the anxiety this brings.
There are some opportunities for educational activities on A Block but
these are very limited. Recreational opportunities are also limited and
I would have found a lot of anxiety displayed in the men on A Block
since my arrival, far more so than on C or E Block.

I am constantly in contact with some families of the men on A Block
and they also regularly express concern for the physical and mental
wellbeing of their loved ones from an isolation point of view. Having
spoken to families some have said they find the visiting arrangements
to be a stressful ordeal and some older parents no longer come on visits
and some families have chosen not to bring children on visits. This
again adds to the stress, mentally and physically, felt by both visitors
and prisoners.

Visits on A block are for the most part screen visits and while mindful
of the security aspect of same, screened family visits do nothing to
promote family interaction or family support in fact they do the
opposite. In particular they contribute to the feeling of isolation and
hopelessness for the men on A Block.

As Chaplain I would have two recommendations for A Block:

1. Decrease the number of screened units and increase the number of
family visit units thus incentivising positive behaviour.

2. Thereisa hlige rough green area surrounding the A Block and with
almost no financial cost this area could be put to use as a
recreational garden area for the men. There would be a huge
rehabilitative value to be gained for the men from getting involved
in a simple outdoor garden project.



Item 2.

Since my arrival here four months ago I have made it my business to
walk the landings every day and maintain an active Chaplaincy
presence in all areas of the prison, making myself available to
prisoners and staff alike. I particularly visit the school and workshops
each day and keep up with the men’s progress through their education
and recreational endeavours. I find this a great way of connecting with
the men during the day and when I meet them on a landing or in the
yards it gives us a lot of common ground for a good auld chat. It also
helps when I am dealing with families who regularly ring in to my
office to check on loved ones. These family members are often
delighted if not sometimes surprised to hear that a loved one is doing
so well and spending their time productively.

Unfortunately the exception to this for me as Chaplain has been E
Block and my limited access to same, but I am currently working on
this and exploring ways in which I could provide a more active and
visible Chaplaincy presence in this area.

I have introduced a Chaplain’s business card with my contact details
on it which I have distributed to the men so they can pass this
information on to their loved ones. I have also left these cards in the
visitors waiting area for families to take with them. This initiative I
feel has already made it easier for families to make contact and is also
helping them to maintain family relationships. I believe it is these
precious family relationships which are sometimes the first casualties
of a prison sentence.

I have introduced a weekly prayer / meditation hour on C Block. I
gather with a couple of the men from C Block each Wednesday evening
for an hour in the Chapel. We treat this as time away from the hustle
and bustle of prison life. An opportunity to read some scripture and
discuss how it might or might not apply to our lives today. We also
discuss family issues and share any difficulties we may have
encountered during the week. I have found this to be a very positive
initiative and one in which the men have engaged well.



I have engaged with members of many other faiths and arranged for
Spiritual support for some of the men who were struggling to maintain
these relationships themselves. In particular we have had a Priest from
the Russian Orthodox Faith calling on a regular basis since my arrival
and he gives great support to a number of men who under his spiritual
guidance have re-engaged with their own faith journey. These spiritual
engagements for men of all faiths and even those of no faith can only
lead to more positive outcomes when these men are released back into
society.

Item 3.

I am currently in the process of arranging for some motivational
speakers to visit the prison to engage with the men and have found a
huge level of anticipation and satisfaction from the men as we begin to
engage in these type of activities.

Through my contacts as a Permanent Deacon with our Diocese I have
spoken with our Bishop _ and discussed with him ways in
which we as a faith community can further support the men in our
care here in Portlacise Prison. This initiative will involve more
frequent visits to the prison by the Bishop himself to assist us in the
celebration of Mass not just on Sunday’s but also on all the Holy days
celebrated throughout the Church’s year. This initiative with the
support of the Bishop will also give us a better opportunity to reach
out to and offer more support to the families in our communities of the
men in prison.

All in all I am very aware that there is a huge amount of work still to
be done and it is only through the good will and fulsome support of
Governors and all staff involved here in Portlaoise Prison that this
necessary work will continue to be done and will continue to bear fruit
into the future.



