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Caron McCaffrey, Director General, Irish Prison Service speaks at 

the Citizen Assembly on Drug Use 

02 September 2023 

 

Members of the Assembly,  

Distinguished guests and fellow participants, 

 

I am delighted to be here with you today and I appreciate the opportunity 

to address the issue of drug use, and the significant challenges that 

addiction creates for the Irish Prison Service.  

 

I would like to start by acknowledging, the establishment of the Citizens’ 

Assembly on Drugs Use, it is very much welcomed and marks a crucial 

step forward in our collective efforts to reduce the harmful impacts of illicit 

drugs on individuals, families, communities and wider Irish society.  

 

Over 70% of people in custody are experiencing addiction to some form 

of substances.  In the Irish Prison Service, we understand addiction as 

part of a person's overall mental health status. When we assess someone, 

we look at them as a whole person, recognising that their addiction has 

been their survival mechanism, their coping strategy, up until this point.  
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We understand that addiction is not a separate or distinct entity, but rather 

part of a broader story that defines the person standing before us. We do 

not view addiction as a disease, but rather as a response to inner turmoil. 

 

In our society, addiction is often discussed in two contexts: as a problem 

to be treated by medical professionals or as a legal issue to be dealt with 

by the criminal justice system.  

 

However, these discussions, in my view, often fail to address the 

fundamental question of "why." - Why does addiction become a part of 

someone's life journey? - Why do individuals turn to substances as a 

means of coping? – What happened to that person? 

 

It is rare to find someone with an addiction who had, what they would 

describe as, an ideal life, free from any history of trauma. Each person 

has their own unique, often untold story of unmet needs that have shaped 

their journey to addiction. 

 

Gabor Mate (- Matay) in his book – In the Realm of hungry Ghosts says, 

 

“We readily feel for a suffering child but cannot see the child in the adult 

who, his soul fragmented and isolated, hustles for survival”.   
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I believe this inability to see the broken and traumatised child in the adults 

before us is what leads us to want to punish rather than treat addiction.  

 

As humans, we have a tendency to simplify things and categorise people 

with labels such as "addiction" or “addict.” However, understanding the 

"why" behind addiction requires us to develop services that treat each 

person as an individual, considering their addiction within the context of 

their entire life experience. This is not an easy task, but it is necessary if 

we want to provide effective support and rehabilitation. 

 

Within the Irish Prison Service, our clinicians have identified a prevalent 

factor that surpasses others in the development of difficulties later in life, 

including addiction.  

 

This factor is known as emotion dysregulation. Emotion dysregulation, as 

many of you may know, is a concept that spans across various mental 

health difficulties experienced by individuals. The regulation of emotions 

is a skill we learn as children, but for some, these skills were not taught or 

were hindered by adverse childhood experiences such as complex trauma 

or poly-victimisation.  
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In almost all clinical risk assessments completed by our prison-based 

psychologists, emotion dysregulation is identified as a fundamental part 

of the person’s offending history, and particularly associated with violent 

crime. 

 

Early in life, when overwhelming and confusing emotions cannot be 

managed, one powerful regulatory strategy becomes the use of 

substances. Substances numb intolerable feelings of fear, shame, anger, 

or uncertainty, becoming the go-to coping mechanism for individuals who 

have not had the opportunity to learn healthy ways to navigate their lives, 

but particularly, their emotional responses to life events. 

 

Understanding this concept of emotion dysregulation is crucial in 

developing comprehensive and effective support for individuals struggling 

with addiction. People who experience four or more adverse childhood 

experiences are 15 times more likely to be a perpetrator of violence in the 

last 12 months and 20 times more likely to have been incarcerated in their 

lives.   

 

The average school leaving age, of those currently in custody is 14 years 

of age. In many cases where children have suffered significant adverse 

childhood instances or where their parents have addiction or mental 
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health issue, their ability to engage with formal education is often 

impaired. Where a child falls out of the education system, they are much 

more vulnerable to offending behaviour. I think this figure is particularly 

sobering and highlights the need for early intervention.  

 

The research and lived experiences of those who have gone through the 

criminal system indicates that without a formal education a person is 

significantly more likely to engage in criminal activity than someone who 

completes their education and secures employment.  

 

As I said, the journey to addiction is complex and unique for each 

individual. It is not a standalone issue, typically co-occurring with mental 

health difficulties, unmet needs, and a history of adverse experiences.  

 

By understanding addiction within the context of a person's entire life 

experience and addressing the underlying psychological difficulties 

associated with trauma, we can develop tailored services that treat each 

person as an individual.  

 

By teaching people healthy ways to identify, manage, and express 

themselves and their emotions in ways they did not learn as children, in 

addition to providing appropriate aftercare support, we can provide them 
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with the tools necessary to break free from the cycle of addiction and lead 

fulfilling lives. 

 

It is no secret that drug addiction has and continues to plague our society, 

affecting people from all walks of life. However, within the walls of our 

prisons, this problem reaches alarming proportions.  

 

As I mentioned earlier, statistics reveal that a staggering 70% or more of 

individuals committed to prison in Ireland face addiction issues and this 

has a direct impact on the prevention of contraband being trafficked into 

our prisons. People’s drug addictions do not just stop when committed to 

prison they will continue to use every method possible to seek to gain 

access to illicit drugs while in custody.  

 

We are committed to strengthening our measures around drugs and we 

will be publishing a new drug strategy that will set out clear measures to 

be taken to tackle the problem of substance abuse over the next three 

years. However, drug free prisons will only be achievable when we have 

a drug free society. 
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Of the 4,162 sentences handed down by the courts in 2022, 78% or 3,239 

of sentences were for 12 months or less. Research has shown that 

rehabilitation requires time, consistency, and a holistic approach.  

 

Longer sentences allow for the implementation of evidence-based 

programs that address the root causes of addiction, provide education and 

vocational training, and offer support for mental health issues. By focusing 

on rehabilitation, the Irish Prison Service can break the cycle of addiction 

and reduce the rates of recidivism. 

 

Conversely, short sentences do not allow us in the Irish Prison Service to 

address the underlying causes of addiction and severely limits the 

effectiveness of rehabilitation efforts by prison staff.  

 

Moreover, the negative consequences of short sentences extend beyond 

the individual's time in custody. When individuals are released without 

adequate support and rehabilitation, they face numerous challenges in 

reintegrating into society.  

 

However, in the Review of Policy Options for Prison and Penal Reform 

2022-2024, there are proposals to help strengthen the options available 

to judges when they are considering cases, to facilitate the effective and 
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efficient use of community sanctions by the courts, and to ensure that the 

courts have a wide range of appropriate options for dealing with people 

who have committed minor offences.  

 

James Leonard, a joint host from the well-known, “The Two Norries 

Podcast” recently shared with me his experience of how a prison sentence 

assisted him in achieving recovery and I wish to share this now with you.  

 

For any of you who may not know James’s journey, James was once in 

custody and faced his own unique challenges, but transformed his life 

while in prison and on into the community, through availing of the different 

supports provided in custody. James’ testimony powerfully explains the 

manner in which a prison sentence can support recovery.  

 

“When someone in the throes of addiction is in custody it is often the only 

time they will receive adequate health care. 

When someone is in addiction they neglect their health, they will avoid 

addressing issues out of shame, or due to the chaos of addiction, or to 

avoid the costs of such healthcare. 
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When someone is in custody, they have access to free dental care, GP, 

psychology, nursing, and psychiatry if needed. They would never get this 

integrated care in the community. 

 

Education often comes back into people's lives while they are in custody, 

and it is common for people to find their hidden talents for art, music and 

sport while inside, which is sad because they have always had these 

talents but haven’t had the opportunity to uncover them. 

Access to the gym is often transformative in people's lives as they begin 

to learn about fitness and nutrition for the very first time. The body 

becomes fit and strong, and self-esteem, self-image and confidence 

grows too. 

 

In a study done in University College Cork by Graham Cambridge, he 

found that desistance followed recovery, always.  

 

Crime is a by-product of addiction, addressing the addiction, in a holistic 

way, is the best way to reduce crime”.  

 

This issue of drugs is not something that can be solved by any single 

entity. Punishment for drug addiction does not make sense when we 

understand it as a coping strategy in the context of trauma. 
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Children are not at fault for the adversity they experience.   

 

When they reach for comfort – all too often they find drugs and alcohol. 

These substances soothe the hurt and pain caused by trauma. Therefore, 

dealing with the causes and consequences of drug use requires a 

genuine, thoughtful, collective effort right across Government, the justice 

sector, statutory and charitable children’s agencies, community 

organisations, and society as a whole.  

 

We need to find a holistic community based structure which can meet the 

individual needs of a person outside of a custodial setting.  

 

We must work together to break the chains of addiction, support 

individuals in their journey towards recovery, and create a society that 

embraces rehabilitation over punishment. 

 

Thank you 

 

 


