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1. Director General  
 

2. Governor 

I am pleased to submit the 2023 Chaplaincy Annual Report for Castlerea Prison.  This 
is required under Prison Rules 2007.   119. (1)  

I confirm I have complied with the Data Protection Acts 1988-2018 and the General 
Data Protection Regulation when drafting this report. 

Section 1 - General Commentary  

Castlerea Prison is a closed, medium security prison for adult males. It is the committal 
prison for remand and sentenced prisoners in Connaught and also takes committals 
from counties Cavan, Donegal and Longford. The operational capacity is 340 prisoners.   

Section 2 - Provision of Chaplaincy Services 

The Irish Prison Service has a duty of care to provide sufficient numbers of Chaplains 
so to provide adequate cover at all times. This is so that the Irish Prison Service may 
achieve its strategic aims which include Prisoner Support, Staff Support, Safe Custody, 
Dignity, Care and Rehabilitation, and Safer Communities. The current Chaplaincy 
provision for Castlerea Prison is 1.5 Whole Time Equivalents (WTE), at the time of 
writing this report there are 388 men in custody which is a Chaplain to prisoner Ratio 
of 1:258 
 

Castlerea Prison is distinguished from other prisons in the Irish Prison Service not only 
in its prisoner population but also in the number of categories of prisoners within the 
prison population, all with varying level of needs and demands of Chaplaincy. There are 
on average 330 prisoners in the main prison, consisting of life sentence prisoners, 
remand prisoners, prisoners on a restricted regime, prisoners on protection, and 
prisoners under the care of the psychiatric team. In addition to this there are on average 
54 men housed in the Grove, separate to the main prison, a mix of enhanced prisoners 
and sex offenders. Furthermore, there are a number of men on temporary release from 
Castlerea Prison housed in Harristown House, all included in the caseload for 
Chaplaincy to provide a service of pastoral support to.  

As stated in previous reports, it is still difficult to envisage how the current provision 
of only 1.5 WTE can provide a meaningful, sustainable provision of Chaplaincy.  

The reality of inconsistent and inadequate Chaplaincy resources has many 
consequences for the entire prison community. Continuity of pastoral care is greatly 
limited and the ability to maintain relationships, follow up on matters arising, attend all 
meetings and complete all required administration is greatly curtailed.  

Given the broad ground and the ever increasing numbers in custody, it would be far 
more appropriate if the service had a modest increase to 2.5 WTE, this would allow for a 
consistent and meaningful level of service and it would alleviate the issue of cover over 



periods of staff absence. An increase in posts would also allow for a structured 
administrative process within the service. 

An allocation of 2.5 WTE would go some way to ensuring the sustainability of prison 
chaplaincy in Castlerea Prison and it would copper-fasten through Chaplaincy the 
achievement of positive outcomes as set out in the strategic aims of the Irish Prison 
Service.  
 

Section 3 - Highlights of Chaplaincy 

 
3.1 Collaborative Multi-Disciplinary Approach 
 
When the provision of cover allows, Chaplaincy attends all local multi agency 
meetings such as Multi –D meetings, ISM, sentence management, MAM, Suicide 
Awareness, Case Conference, life sentence planning meetings and Progress 
Review meetings. Chaplaincy offers a unique perspective at these meetings and 
aims to advocate for those in our care in offering a pastoral perspective on their 
time in custody and ensuring the necessary referrals are made to the various 
services. Chaplaincy works alongside Psychology, Psychiatry, Primary Care, 
Addiction, Resettlement, Education and Probation to ensure a multi-disciplinary 
wrap-around approach. Any concerns are brought to the Chiefs/ACO’s Office 
who assist Chaplaincy and have been an excellent support to our service 
throughout the year.  

 
3.2 Referrals 
 
Throughout 2023 we received and responded to a high number of referrals from 

other disciplines, class officer referrals, PIMS referrals, bereavement referrals, 

phone referrals, staff referrals and family referrals. Family referrals in Castlerea 

come in huge quantities given the location of the prison and the difficulty some 

families may have in travelling and with technology (ie booking visits online). 

Chaplains also aim to also meet every person on their committal into Castlerea, 

particularly those experiencing imprisonment for the first time. 

Due to the ever increasing numbers in custody and minimal Chaplaincy 

resources, performance indicators are difficult to compile as priority is given to 

new committals, those suffering bereavements, those on a restricted regime, 

and those who are vulnerable within the prison community.  

3.3 Presence 
We maintained Chaplaincy presence on all landings and areas in 2023. 
 
3.4 Family Support 
Chaplaincy has provided consistent support to the families of those in custody 

throughout 2023.  



Chaplaincy maintained an active role in the Family Resource Centre committee 

throughout the year. This gives us an avenue in which to further support 

families. We received several referrals from the FRC throughout 2023 to meet 

or engage with family members at the centre and we often acted as a link 

between them and their loved one.  

On several occasions throughout the year Chaplaincy also worked alongside 
Tusla Social Workers to facilitate appropriate visitation for some of the men and 
their children. We assisted in making visits to the prison as easy as possible for 
the children and liaising with management to arrange an appropriate space for 
the visits to take place. This has had proven positive results and reinforced 
positive healthy relationships between families.  
 
3.5 Mental Illness  
Castlerea houses some of the most unwell and vulnerable men in the prison 
system. Chaplaincy presence in this unit is vital in building trusting relationships 
with men who are mentally ill and require a lot of care and support. The service 
provided to those needing psychiatric care was maintained by a Chaplain 
attending the weekly MAM meeting and regular visits to the CBU and to those 
temporarily housed in CSC’s and SOC’s. We regularly sought advice and support 
from officers and also the Primary Care and Psychiatric teams regarding 
prisoners on this unit, in order to know how to best support them. This unit a 
priority area for our service due to the level of need and vulnerability.  

 
3.6 Bereavement Support 
Supporting those who are bereaved is a priority for Chaplaincy on a daily basis. 
On several occasions in 2023 we supported men and their families in their grief, 
with the support of the Chiefs and ACO’s who often provided Chaplaincy with 
the space on a landing or elsewhere to break bad news and offer support etc. 
We are grateful to management for the addition of our office on A3, this gives 
us a private space to break bad news, gives the prisoner private space away from 
the landing to grieve, and also is a space for us to their show loved ones funerals 
via Church webcams. This has been hugely beneficial in supporting those who 
are grieving.  
 
3.7 Religious Services 
At the beginning of the year Mass services resumed on Saturday on a weekly 
basis for the main prison and one Saturday per month for the Grove prisoners. 
Unfortunately from May 2023, mass had been cancelled on numerous occasions 
due to staff shortages within the prison. Mass services then ceased completely 
from August 2023 with the exception of Christmas Mass. At this time Castlerea 
was the only prison location not celebrating Mass. Mass did not return to 
Castlerea until February 2024 and is now celebrated on a biweekly basis for the 
entire prison community. It is vital Mass services continue in the prison given 
the importance of this for the men and their entitlement to practice their faith. 
We are grateful to the Bishop and local clergy for their support.  



Chaplaincy facilitated all other faith groups throughout the year, particularly the 
Muslim men in our care as we liaised with the Islamic Centre in Dublin in order 
to best support the men observing Ramadan.  
 

 
3.8 Death in Custody 
There was a death in custody on 26th January 2023. Chaplaincy responded 
accordingly and offered support to the family in the days and weeks subsequent.   

 
3.9 National 
Chaplaincy in Castlerea participate in all national Chaplaincy meetings and 

contribute to the development of the service.  

The Head Chaplain post has been vacant since February 2023 but was 

advertised in April this year as a permanent position in the Irish Prison Service. 

This appointment will develop the integrity of the service at an organisational 

level while also providing support, structure and leadership. 

 
Section 4 - Areas of Concern 
 

4.1 Staff Shortages 

The impact on staff shortages in Castlerea has huge implications for the men in 

custody. It results in them having extremely limited access to all services, the 

school, workshops and other positive initiatives, resulting in them feeling 

frustrated and deflated as they are attempting to sustain positive engagement 

within the prison setting.  

The Equine Centre and Horticulture along with workshops and other work 

initiatives are in operation and they give prisoners an opportunity to learn new, 

interesting and practical skills and improve their chances of gaining meaningful 

employment post release. In addition, working in these areas has many positive 

benefits regarding self-development and both physical and mental wellbeing. 

But when the men cannot access these areas due to lack of staff, they are unable 

to consistently progress.   

4.2 Overcrowding 

With the regular increase of committal numbers, the prison has exceeded its 

capacity on a number of occasions. April 2023 saw a large number of prisoners 

sleeping on mattresses on the floor. This is a very challenging time for prisoners, 

management and staff. The negative impacts of overcrowding on the men 

include lack of privacy, lack of space, poor ventilation, and difficulty sleeping. 

These factors result in tension within the prison environment which can be 

detrimental to both prisoners and staff.  

 



4.3 Accessibility for Families 

An area of concern which is a direct result of the staffing issue is the visits 

system and family contact. The Chaplains office received numerous concerns 

from family members in 2023 with issues with booking visits and not having 

heard from their loved ones. When there are staff shortages this impacts the 

booked visits system and prisoner phones office, in turn leaving families with no 

response to their requests and no contact from their loved one in custody. This 

adds to the stress and worry of family members and adds huge pressure to our 

service as we are trying to maintain contact between both parties in the interim. 

The primary means of booking a visit is by sending an email or making a request 

online, this has proved difficult for those who are not technically advanced and 

have no access to the internet. 

There are no visits on Saturday’s in Castlerea Prison. This can be challenging for 

families with children in school. 

Pre Covid, families could drop property and money physically to the gate at 

Castlerea prison. This is no longer a practice, thus contributing to the 

complications for families to support their loved ones in custody. Families are 

only permitted to post such property, at a cost.  

4.4 Prisoner Incentives  

 

Throughout 2023 the prisoners engaging in positive initiatives were developing 

their skills and appreciative to be a part of something that contributes to their 

sentence progression. Unfortunately for the small number of prisoners not 

engaging in any of these initiatives, their time in cell during the day has increased 

due to the closure of the yards. This can cause tension and unease given the 

problem of overcrowding. 

4.5 The incarceration of those who are mentally Ill  

Mental illness is a prominent factor in Castlerea’s prison population. The CBU 

houses those under the care of the prison psychiatric team.  Given the nature 

of the prisoners housed here and the security risks, resources for these men and 

access to various services are extremely limited. Many of the men housed on 

the unit need positive stimulation and consistent engagement with appropriate 

services in addition to their psychiatric care. It is encouraging to know there are 

talks to progress this area as there is a real need for some positive initiatives for 

the men with complex needs.  

The continuous imprisonment of those who are mentally ill is a serious concern. 

Whilst prison staff and management make efforts to ensure the men receive the 

necessary care whilst in custody, a prison environment is totally unsuitable for 

men suffering from a major mental illness. Lots of these men need urgent 

psychiatric care in a therapeutic, appropriate and safe environment. This is a 



serious, complex and long standing problem in Irish society that urgently 

requires the implementation of a wide range of significant reforms. 

 

Section 5 - Conclusion 

The Chaplaincy Service in Castlerea would like to acknowledge the continuous 
support of management and staff in the prison throughout 2023.  

 

 

 

 


