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We are pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for the Dochas Centre, 
2022. 

This is required under Prison Rules 2007. 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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The problem with equality is it includes all of us. 

 
       In Words and Deeds 1991  
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Background 

 

The Dochas Centre is a closed, medium security prison for females aged 
18 years and over with an operational capacity of 146. It is part of the 
Mountjoy Prison Campus and is the committal prison for females on 
remand or sentenced from all courts outside the Munster area. Chaplains 
provide a non-judgemental, supportive outreach to those in custody and 
their families. Chaplaincy is a pastoral presence and support for Staff on 
duty in the Dochas Centre. Support to the Women, Families and Staff is 
held with respect and confidentiality. Chaplains are present at times of 
crisis, illness and bereavement and work confidentially within the prison 
system to sustain the trust within our role. Chaplaincy arranges spiritual 
visits and provides opportunities for worship, prayer and reflection. 
Chaplaincy is a person-centred approach with a focus on the emotional, 
spiritual and pastoral needs of the person.  

The Dochas Centre has one full-time Chaplain and two part-time, 
volunteer Chaplains. The Volunteer Chaplains have both served as full-
time chaplains in the past and they make an invaluable contribution to the 
pastoral care of the Women in the Dochas Centre. They are welcomed by 
the Women and Staff alike. 

A Saint Vincent de Paul representative visited the prison each week and 
provided clothing and financial assistance twice monthly.  

The Celebration of Mass returned post COVID and was celebrated by a 
local hospital Chaplain.  

Each of the Eight Houses in the Dochas as well as the Health Care Unit 
were visited each day when a Chaplain was present. Three Houses 
organised a scripture group that met to read, pray and talk. 

Chaplaincy would like to thank the Management and Staff for the support 
and encouragement they received in the discharge of their duty. At times 
there were particular challenges that the Dochas Centre was presented 
with. It is a tribute to everyone concerned that the Staff rose to the  
challenge in the professional manner in which the Dochas approaches all 
that it does. 

 

  



 

Introduction 

2022 saw significant change in the Dochas Centre. Uninterrupted 
management at Governor and Assistant Governor level restored stability. 
It allowed for change to happen that largely went unnoticed but 
contributed greatly to daily life.  

 

Coffee and Tobacco 

The two staples of coffee and tobacco have always been an issue in prison–
life and helped contribute to the tension among the women that frequently 
spilled over into violence. By establishing a sufficient weekly allocation of 
coffee for the women and insuring a subvention in each woman’s account 
to allow all women to purchase tobacco as required, resulted in a lot of the 
source for tension being alleviated. 

 

Prison Issue Clothing 

Work has also been done in upgrading the clothing issued to women on 
committal. Women from disadvantaged backgrounds become 
conspicuous whenever they continue to wear the prison issue clothing 
during their sentence. By modernising the clothing available, stigma 
should be reduced. 

 

Barista 

The establishment of the new Barista has contributed greatly to the 
normalisation of the daily life of the Dochas as we leave Covid restrictions 
behind. Workshops have re-opened, gym and school attendance has been 
reorganised and this has created a new sense of purpose. Dochas 
telephony has been upgraded with telephone connections installed in 
every room and hopefully becoming operational in 2023. 

 

 

 

 



MAMS 

Another improvement that has become standard practice is the secretarial 
assistance for the MAMS Meetings to record Minutes and thereby improve 
the professional standard of that service. 

 

Oratory 

The Dochas Chaplaincy Service had an upgrade too by the refurbishment 
of the old Oratory with furniture contributed by the Mercy Order from one 
of their former convents in Limerick. The original facility has been 
transformed into the Sacred Space it was intended to be. Both women and 
Staff who have used the new facility appreciate the sense of such an 
evocative venue in the heart of the Dochas. Anyone who has experienced 
the ambience and atmosphere that the furniture has helped create, have 
expressed their gratitude to the Mercy Order for their generosity.  

Mass was celebrated in the new Oratory by a visiting priest. The 
congregation comprised the life sentenced women since, de facto, the 
Dochas has become their home and as such the Oratory has become their 
regular place of worship.  

 

Celebration of the Eucharist 

The Celebration was restored post- Covid on Easter Sunday and continued 
on a monthly basis until Christmas Eve. The Celebrant was accompanied 
by volunteers who provided the music and organised the community 
singing. The Dochas Community is indebted to the generosity of the 
volunteers.  

 

Bereavement  

Management has set aside a new bereavement facility to cater for women 
who are unable to attend loved ones’ requiems and avail of broadcasts via 
the internet. This is the sort of improvement that is only appreciated 
whenever the circumstances arise, but none the less is vital for meeting 
the needs of the women in custody. As with the new Oratory facility such 
physical provisions contribute to raise the level of pastoral care. 

The Dochas Centre continued to be blessed by the absence of any deaths 
in custody. Nonetheless bereavement and grief continued to affect the 



Women although mercifully there were few instances of immediate family 
members dying. Two members of Staff were bereaved of a parent in the 
course of the year.  

 

MOU 

Similarly the agreement of a Memorandum of Understanding by the IPS 
and the Catholic Church, for the provision of clerical/sacramental 
assistance, is to be welcomed for the professional way in which the role of 
chaplaincy is developing in the modern world. It is proposed to roll out 
the same understanding to other faiths as well. 

 

Bespoke Chaplaincy 

Not for the first time, the Dochas Centre has found itself home to an 
inordinate number of Brazilian women. Chaplaincy is grateful for the 
intervention by a former Chaplain whose fluent Portuguese enabled her to 
engage with the women in their own tongue. Both the Women and Dochas 
Management benefited enormously from Sr. Mary’s expertise. 

 

Section 39 Visit 

COVID affected the Women at a number of levels and probably the most 
personal level was the ability to offer Section 39 Visits to enable bereaved 
women to attend funerals etc. Slowly that facility has been restored and 
acted on as required. This gives women reassurance that if, sadly, they are 
notified of a death affecting them, there will be the possibility of them 
attending some part of the obsequies. 

A Woman serving a life sentence was also granted release to spend time 
with her child who had travelled to visit her. The effect on morale of such 
an arrangement cannot be underestimated and is therefore appreciated 
not only by the woman herself but also other women who recognise the 
effort that is being made to support them during their sentence. 

It is hoped therefore that the opportunity for Neutral Venue Visits might 
develop further in 2023. 

 

 



Increasing numbers 

Some things never change and unfortunately 2022 has seen a steady 
increase in the numbers of Women in custody. The increase might not be 
beyond the capacity of the Dochas Centre to handle but while 
international standards may not be broken, the Dochas indeed IPS has its 
own standards that are increasingly being put under pressure. 

The original complement of Women in the Dochas has doubled within less 
than twenty-five years. The plant size has not increased. What was 
conceived of as being advanced for its time has been reduced by force of 
numbers.   

Life-sentenced Women whose quality of accommodation is cited as 
justification for denying women the same open-prison facility as men, 
now find themselves locked behind their doors in what was operated as an 
“open house” previously.  

Increased numbers of women does not translate into increased numbers 
of staff. Consequently there are not sufficient Staff available to cover 
external visits.  

After re-instating full access to the yards for all adjoining Houses, the 
increased numbers circulating creates a different set of problems for 
women who can’t deal with crowds. They choose to resort to staying in 
their rooms instead of circulating.  

Increased numbers puts pressure on space and access to Services. 

Opinion indicates that the prison population is likely to expand based on 
pure demographics. However there is also the fear that a back-log of cases 
and the appointment of a cohort of additional magistrates and judges, 
could cause numbers to continue to increase in 2023. If that is the case 
then imprisonment will only amount to warehousing citizens whom the 
State can’t handle. 

The issue of Mental Health will be compounded by the system’s inability 
to deliver a safe environment in which to work and to effect rehabilitation. 

The system – due process – sends people to prison, but the system needs 
to be made aware that the more people who are sent to prison the less 
effective the rehabilitative process will be. Women on remand do not 
receive the benefit of most of the Services in the Dochas. They are simply 
parked. Whenever they are eventually sentenced, because they have been 



parked for so long, they will have reduced opportunity to avail of the 
services because of time served – a waste of time. 

  



Recidivism 

The jargon does little to help understand the problem. It is the term 
Probation and Psychology use to help explain re-offending. However re-
offending is an effective strategy for dealing with the problems of modern 
society. 

Homelessness and addiction are easily solved – commit crime and get sent 
to prison. It is not uncommon to be told “The Dochas saved my life. I 
wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for the Dochas”. It is said with gratitude. Call 
it recidivism but it sounds more like a survival mechanism. 

An interesting feature of the increased numbers in the Dochas are the 
women who keep returning to prison. Quite regularly Chaplaincy hears 
the same story of lack of accommodation in the community for ex-
offenders, pressure on addicts by pushers preying on them, lack of support 
in the community and then finally resorting to drugs and alcohol to avoid 
the cumulative pressure and ultimately re-offending that results in their 
return to prison. 
 
It is often described as being on a treadmill of crime, repeat offending. 
However being sentenced to prison allows offenders to rest and 
recuperate in safety. Secure accommodation, food and clothing, 
healthcare and friends: what’s not to like about that?  
 
Prison is the opportunity for reflection and rehabilitation. However if so 
many keep coming back, rehabilitation is hardly taking effect. Whatever 
lessons are learned in prison, are soon forgotten when confronted with no 
home, no job, no money, no support. It might even be easier to get into 
the Dochas than getting into a hostel. 
 
Recidivism sounds like an attractive option. 
 
  



 
 
One year on 
 
A year later the number of homeless women in Ireland in 2021 seems an 
absurd figure, only 1435. In the interim, the State to its credit has found 
accommodation for over 60,000 Ukrainians seeking refuge from the 
atrocious invasion of their country. For the homeless women in the 
Dochas, their pride in the ability of their State to welcome the refugee  
evaporates upon release. After one night’s accommodation in a hostel it is 
invariably the same old, same old living on the streets once again. Cead 
Mile failte is reserved for those who don’t know what it means. The cycle 
of homelessness brutally begins again. 
 
Alcohol and substance abuse are the escape routes for the homeless to 
avoid reality and crime is inevitably the way to pay for it. The lucky ones 
will be those who make it back to prison. For many it will be a hard slog of 
cold and wet and misery and discomfort before they make it back. 
Desperation and fear will drive some citizens of the State to prostitute 
themselves to enable them to survive. All of them will need to be careful 
not to fall victim to the violence that threatens their every waken and 
sleeping hour. Some will just give up altogether and become yet another 
statistic. 
 
The Irish people can sleep proudly in their beds in the knowledge that 
victims of war are safe in their beds, but the Irish homeless don’t have that 
luxury. 
 
The Dochas Centre is a safe place where the homeless have somewhere to 
sleep, food to eat and somewhere to wash and go to the toilet. Homeless 
women in the Dochas can enjoy the company of others and know that they 
are not going to be exploited. If they are sick, medical care is immediately 
available. They can work, attend school, go to the gym and have their 
meals prepared for them. Officers will guard them while they sleep. What’s 
not to like about prison? 
 
When you don’t have somewhere to live and family or friends to support 
you, prison is a very attractive option. 
 
Humiliation is the concern of people with something to lose. When human 
dignity is eroded by default, humiliation is easily dealt with. On the other 
hand dignity is the cornerstone of the Dochas and when you are treated 
with dignity you get to like it and know when you aren’t. 



Recidivism may be the technical term that professionals use to describe 
the propensity for repeatedly committing crime. For the under-class of 
homelessness it is irrelevant. Eviction creates homelessness and 
homelessness creates the opportunity for dysfunction to take over. 
Dysfunction demoralises and generates criminality. 
 
The cost of keeping one homeless person in prison would pay the rent for 
four families for a year.€82,500 /4. 
 
The Dochas Centre was built to accommodate less than one hundred 
women. It has now got capacity for 146 women and by the end of 2022 it 
was increasingly reaching capacity. (146 x €82,500 per annum). That 
number will be exceeded in 2023 and more than likely could continue to 
reach record numbers. The answer by the State will be to build more 
prison space to contain the increase. 
 
The Courts will continue to send offenders to prison, irrespective of 
capacity. It will cost as much to accommodate a petty offender as it will to 
accommodate a capital offender. Increased numbers will therefore create 
more demand on the rehabilitative services within the Dochas so that the 
services will get more thinly spread and rehabilitation will become 
problematic and therefore the risk of offending will increase 
commensurately. 
 
Quite often Women in the Dochas Centre say that the Dochas saved their 
lives by providing them with space and opportunity to steady themselves. 
If/when numbers increase and accommodation increases it is imperative 
that rehabilitative opportunity increases as well. 
 
 
  



Segregation 
 
 
In the course of 2022 the number of women in the Dochas steadily rose to 
the point that by the end of year numbers were regularly in excess of 
capacity. This has become a feature across the prison estate just not 
unique to the Dochas.  
 
The burden of extra capacity has put pressure on the ability of the Dochas 
to physically absorb additional numbers but it has not led to additional 
staffing nor has the capacity of the services provided in the prison by 
Healthcare, Education, Psychology, Addiction Services and Housing as 
well as Chaplaincy, being taken into consideration. 
 
Added to the pressure on space and staff is the problem of the increasing 
numbers of women on Rule 63 as protection from the prison population 
on account of the nature of the crime. Along with that then are those 
prisoners who may be placed on Rule 63 because of their gender identity. 
 
This problem of different types of offenders on Rule 63 in the Dochas 
Centre is not dissimilar from the segregation of prisoners on Rule 63 
because of membership of different criminal factions in male prisons. 
 
The problem for the Dochas is its restricted size. Such an eventuality was 
not an issue twenty years ago when the purpose built Dochas Centre 
opened. Capacity was only envisaged as half what it is today. However as 
with the issue of capacity, looking to the future it is easily conceivable that 
the number of women on Rule 63 will increase.  
 
Currently the small number of offenders on Rule 63 is starting to create a 
“them and us” mentality among the prison population by virtue of the 
nature of the offence. On occasions the attitude of a few Prison Officers 
towards women on Rule 63 has not helped. 
 
Until 2021 there were no prisoners on Rule 63 for any protracted period 
in the general prison because of the nature of their crime. Occasionally, 
some women, were subject to personal attack when the nature of their 
crime was discovered, but the Prison successfully managed such incidents 
to allow the women to continue to serve out their sentence among the 
general population. 
 
This achievement should not be underestimated. There is no reference to 
females in the 2009 IPS Policy on The Management of Sex Offenders. 



Such success is imperative for the rehabilitation of the offender, especially 
if the offender has been given a significant sentence. Segregation and 
worse still solitary confinement are counter-productive if the object of 
imprisonment is to rehabilitate the offender. 
 
Transgender prisoners on Rule 63 require segregation from other 
prisoners on Rule 63 if their transgender identity has not been physically 
completed. This constitutes an increased demand on staffing. Until the 
transgender identity has been completed, the prisoner will not be able to 
be accommodated in the general population thereby increasing the 
pressure on staff indefinitely. 
 
In the absence of official policy, Dochas Management is obliged to  
continue to manage this issue ad hoc. However if the problem increased 
exponentially it will impact on management of the general prison 
population. At what point then is the balance of rights taken into account: 
the rights of a man who says that he is a woman and who has been sent to 
a the women’s prison; and the rights of the women who have been sent by 
the State to the facility designed to accommodate female offenders? 
  








