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Prison Rules 2007, section 119. (1) Each chaplain shall, not later than the 31st day of 

March, or such later date as may be specified by the Minister, in each year, prepare 

and submit to the Director General and to the Governor, a report on matters relevant 

to the provision of chaplaincy services in the prison during the year immediately 

preceding the year in which the report is to be submitted. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Castlerea Prison is a closed, medium security prison for adult males.  It is the committal prison 

for remand and sentenced prisoners in Connacht and also takes committals from counties, 

Cavan, Donegal and Longford.  The operational capacity is for 340 prisoners. 

 

Chaplaincy in Castlerea Prison acknowledges the support, encouragement and appreciation 

offered by management and staff towards the role of Chaplaincy. 

 

This Annual Report covers the period from 1st January 2020 to 31st December 2020 as 

prescribed by section 119 (1) of the Prison Rules 2007. 

 

2. Structure, Provision and Resourcing of Chaplaincy 

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 Chaplaincy function in prisons has a unique role 

and contribution to make.  The role of Chaplain is not easy to fully explain to an observer.  This 

is because the role of Chaplain is a complex and unique role in prisons and a role which attends 

to the whole spectrum of life experiences for those impacted in any way by imprisonment.    

The current Chaplaincy provision for Castlerea Prison is 1.5 Whole Time Equivalents (WTE) 

and it is important to bear in mind that this is a seven day service to the entire prison 

community, which includes prisoners, staff, families in the community and voluntary 

organisations. 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. Aside from the 

general prison population in Castlerea Prison of both sentenced and remand prisoners, in the 

main prison there are also (i) prisoners under the care of the psychiatric team, (ii) protection 

prisoners, those on a restricted regime, (iii) quarantine and isolation prisoners, (iv) life sentence 

prisoners. In addition to all of this, outside of the main prison is The Grove and Harristown 

House. The Grove houses more life sentence prisoners and Harristown House houses (v) 
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prisoners on Temporary Release. All areas within the structure require the provision of 

Chaplaincy Support. 

It is difficult to envisage how this current provision of only 1.5 WTE can continue to provide 

a meaningful provision of Chaplaincy.  There were periods of time in 2020 where Chaplaincy 

provision was extremely limited arising in one instance from the retirement of a Chaplain 

during the summer and that vacancy not being filled in 2020 and from another instance whereby 

a Chaplain was unable to enter into the prison as a result of the national policy of the Irish 

Prison Service that all prison based staff must be clean shaven when reporting for duty. 

A modest increase to 3 WTE Chaplains in Castlerea Prison 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. 

In 2020 the newly created post of Head Chaplain for the Irish Prison Service was filled 

following a public competition.  The appointment of Head Chaplain in 2020 was welcomed 

and long overdue. The Head Chaplain has provided strategic development, co-ordination and 

planning for Chaplaincy at a national level throughout the year. The Head Chaplain has also 

provided training and development for Chaplains and has responded to particular areas of 

concerns which required creative and innovative solutions.  The Head Chaplain has been 

crucial in ensuring that Chaplains have representation at meetings at a senior level in the Irish 

Prison Service and gives voice to Chaplaincy at that senior level as well as giving voice to 

Chaplaincy externally including at conferences (on-line during Covid).   As well as providing 

prompt guidance and updates, the Head Chaplain arranged multiple national Chaplaincy 

meetings which Castlerea Chaplains attended.  The availability, support and guidance from the 

Head Chaplain to Prison Chaplains is very much appreciated and acknowledged and we are 

glad to have the Head Chaplain leading us and fully support him in his role.     

 

3. Highlights of Chaplaincy in 2020 

While it can be difficult to speak in terms of highlights in a year which was dominated so much 

by Covid-19, on reflection it is clear to see the huge role that Chaplaincy played throughout 

the year.  The role of Chaplaincy was encouraged, appreciated and supported by management 

and staff in Castlerea.  It is important to highlight that no outbreak of Covid-19 occurred in 

Castlerea Prison.  Chaplaincy is proud to have played its part in this achievement. 
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In the weeks prior to the March lockdown, the Chaplains in Castlerea Prison initiated a Faith 

Programme in the prison. This programme had its first group meeting the week before 

lockdown. This was a highlight as a lot of planning and preparation had taken place and it was 

very well received by the prisoners who were looking forward to it continuing.  Another 

positive outcome of this initiative was partnership with the Diocese.  In all of this, the co-

operation between Chaplaincy and prison management was evident and beneficial. 

 

Another highlight of 2020 was clearly the appointment of our Head Chaplain and the 

significance of this appointment has been explained earlier in this Report.  

 

Following the onset of the pandemic in Ireland in 2020, Chaplaincy was called upon by the 

Director of Care and Rehabilitation to respond immediately and to adapt the delivery of 

Chaplaincy to those who were confined because of Covid concerns.  It is important to note that 

while Chaplains willingly and generously responded to the additional challenges and 

responsibilities placed on Chaplaincy by the Irish Prison Service in relation to ‘Covid 

Confined’ prisoners, Chaplains in Castlerea Prison did so with only 1.5 WTE Chaplains.  While 

work-prioritisation is a professional skill which Chaplains excel at given the multiple demands 

and expectations placed on Chaplains every day, 1.5 WTE Chaplains is an inadequate provision 

of Chaplaincy in the face of the ever growing need and increasing demand for Chaplaincy in 

Castlerea Prison.    

 

Tele-Chaplaincy was a new system developed as a response to those in Covid confinement and 

with limited access to Chaplaincy through the more traditional model of approaching a 

Chaplain on the landing, in the exercise yard or in other locations throughout the entire prison.  

Tele-Chaplaincy was beneficial as it gave a designated avenue for Covid confined prisoners to 

access a Chaplain.  However, it was at times frustrating when a Chaplain was scheduled to be 

available to take calls as it sometimes conflicted with regular duties. A benefit of Tele-

Chaplaincy was that prisoners could access Chaplaincy outside of their prison if they needed 

Chaplaincy support and this was adapted by the end of 2020 so that the prisoner had the facility 

to contact their own prison based Chaplain directly. 

A highlight in 2020 for Chaplaincy was the recognition by the Irish Prison Service of 

Chaplaincy as an essential service.  With such a recognition of Chaplaincy as essential comes 
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a responsibility to resource Chaplaincy appropriately.  Chaplaincy continued to be physically 

present in Castlerea Prison throughout the pandemic providing an essential service primarily 

to prisoners and also to staff, families and community organisations.  Chaplaincy in Castlerea 

Prison is always in high demand and this demand increased significantly in 2020. People both 

in the prison and outside in the community looked to Chaplaincy throughout 2020 for 

reassurance and support.  Chaplaincy has been that valuable link between the prison and the 

community throughout the upheaval that the international pandemic has caused.  Chaplaincy 

has served on the front line during the Covid pandemic and played its part as an essential 

support during this pandemic. 

 

A range of other highlights are reflected in areas attended to by Chaplaincy and which have 

been adapted accordingly to public health measures.  The following is not an exhaustive list by 

any means but gives an insight as to the broad scope of Chaplaincy and includes (i) on-site 

prison meetings including MAMS, Multi Disciplinary, Case Conferences, Suicide Prevention, 

Lifer progression meetings, (ii) meditation and bible study groups (iii) Liturgies, weekly until 

suspended in March (iii) Hospital visits (iv) general contact with families (v) guest speakers. 

 

 

4. Impediments on Chaplaincy provision 

A major impediment on the provision of Chaplaincy in Castlerea Prison is the current provision 

of 1.5 WTE Chaplains.  This has been explained earlier in this Report as has the need to increase 

Chaplaincy provision to 3 WTE. 

 

Another impediment to the provision of Chaplaincy is that there is only one phone line and one 

work station in the Chaplaincy office.  This is far from ideal.  On the days that both Chaplains 

are at work it is inefficient and ineffective to have to share a phone and computer. This has 

become a higher priority due to Covid-19 and the importance of social distancing and 

mitigating against cross-contamination by not sharing equipment. In fact, Chaplains have had 

to arrange our working time in such a way that we did not meet for a period of time. The 

provision of adequate facilities for Chaplaincy is an outstanding matter.  Given the 

confidentiality required for Chaplaincy, the speed to which Chaplains are required to respond 

to requests and enquiries, and also the obligations of public health measures, this is an area 

which requires a prompt resolution. 
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It goes without saying the Covid-19 restrictions have inhibited and changed the provision of 

Chaplaincy.  By giving higher priority to prisoners in quarantine, isolation or cocooning,  this 

reduced the capacity and time available to meet other prisoners’ needs.  

 

A Chaplaincy initiative which provided a pastoral visit for prisoners took a step back and this 

was missed by the prisoners who had been receiving a visit or looking forward to visits. The 

lack of a presence in the prison of outside services was sometimes a negative factor, for 

example the lack of availability of 12 Step Fellowship programmes. 

 

With greater restrictions on the movements of prisoners within the prison including ‘Covid 

Confined’ prisoners, it has been very difficult to communicate with prisoners through the door 

as opposed to meeting face to face. Confidentiality was a challenge when encountering 

prisoners and trying to maintain a physical distance.  

 

The absence of weekly provision of Mass during lockdown as a result of public health measures 

created a void in ministering to prisoners. The Chaplaincy time was spent differently as a result, 

for example preparing leaflets, information and other resources for significant liturgical feasts 

including Easter. It is of note that there have been no opportunities for the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation for Catholic prisoners. 

 

 

5. Areas of enhancement for Chaplaincy provision 

The following would help to enhance Chaplaincy provision in Castlerea Prison: 

 Three WTE Chaplains 

 Appropriate office facilities including telephone, computer and desk for each Chaplain. 

 Access to Internet services provided by companies external to the Irish Prison Service so 

that church services can be provided for all prisoners, especially in time of bereavement.  

 Designated accommodation to provide programmes such as scripture groups, faith 

formation and bible study.   

 Online / virtual access to 12 Step Fellowship programmes while waiting for restrictions 

to ease. 
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 the use of ‘Chapel TV’ available in other prison locations would enhance the service in 

allowing those in custody in Castlerea Prison to watch Mass from our Church in their cells.  

 Ability for Chaplain to phone into a cell (currently it is prisoner who rings out of cell for 

Chaplain). 

 

The following areas are dependent on the easing of restrictions relating to Covid-19: 

 Return to regular liturgy in the church or elsewhere for all religions 

 Physical meetings with external groups including Fellowship programmes and 

Chaplaincy initiative  

 

 

6. Conclusion 

The support of the Governor, Management Team and Staff of Castlerea Prison is acknowledged 

as too is their support, appreciation and inclusion of Chaplaincy in the life of the prison 

community.  

 

Through this support, Chaplaincy in Castlerea Prison will continue to play its role in providing 

pastoral care and support to the entire prison community and families of those in custody within 

the wider community. 

 

 

Chaplaincy, 

Castlerea Prison. 

31st March 2021. 

 


