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The ministry of chaplaincy

Chaplaincy play a crucial supporting role in prison life. A chaplain provides pastoral and spiritual care
to any member of the prison community who wishes to avail of the service. Chaplaincy is an essential
service as well as being a ‘fixed presence’! which makes a significant contribution as part of the
multidisciplinary team in a prison, addressing the physical, social and spiritual needs of prisoners and
staff in a holistic way. As a chaplain has full access to wings and landings, one sees, hears and feels the
energy within the prison walls. It is quite a unique and responsible role and one that should not be
taken for granted. In the following sections, | highlight some elements of the work by chaplaincy
during 2022.

Introduction

Since December 2018, two permanent chaplains have been employed in Limerick Prison (one full time
and one part time). However, since May 2022, due to the departure of my colleague, the part time
chaplaincy position remains vacant and has yet to be filled. As the only chaplain at this time, | offer
service to up to 250 prisoners (men and women) and approximately 180 staff. With one landing of the
new male B wing having just gradually opened in recent weeks (December), by early 2023, there will
be approximately 100 extra male prisoners. When the new female prison opens hopefully in early
2023, up to 70 women approximately could be accommodated for. This will mean the prison
population could increase to approximately 400 men and women. This will eventually lead to a ratio of
250 prisoners to one full time chaplain and 150 prisoners to one part time chaplain. | would hope the
part time role will be filled soon, as the workload as it is, is already very challenging, but it will be
unsustainable for one chaplain to provide support for so many without assistance.

2022 - a difficult and challenging year - post Covid 19.
2022 proved to be another challenging year for a number of reasons.

e Post Covid 19:

Following two years of tough restrictions, covid fatigue for prisoners and staff continued, as Covid 19
infection and control procedures (e.g quarantine) continued to be implemented despite the gradual
vaccine rollout throughout the prison in 2021 and 2022. Staff continued to wear masks throughout
most of the year, physical family visits for prisoners that had gradually returned on a phased basis in
July 20212 took almost another eighteen months to return to normal® across the entire prison service.
Attendance at weekly Sunday Masses?® in the chapel in Limerick was still restricted to sixteen
prisoners for each mass for most of the year, but gradually reached full capacity (35) by Christmas.
Chapel TV, which streams the live Sunday Masses to cells, still remains for those who cannot come to
the chapel. In-house weekly multidisciplinary team meetings occurred only a handful of times
throughout the year, quarterly chaplaincy meetings for all prison chaplains still took place online
rather than in person due to continued restrictions. The slower pace of opening up prisons again did
not seem to match the same faster pace as that outside of the prison walls, and it proved to be very
frustrating.

1 Hargaden, K (2020), Prison Chaplaincy in the age of Covid- 19 in Theology, Vol 123 (5), 337-345, Sage Publications

2 Law Society Gazette Ireland, (July 9% 2021), IPS to restart physical prison visits.
https://www.lawsociety.ie/gazette/top-stories/2021/07-july/ips-to-restart-physical-prison-visits

3 RTE website (December 12t 2022) Prison visits return to normal after almost three years of Covid restrictions
https://www.rte.ie/news/2022/1212/1341253-prison-visits/

4 There are two Masses held every Sunday in Limerick prison. One for the male prisoners and one for the female prisoners.
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e Loss and Grief

The month of May saw my colleague leave to complete his studies. | thank him for his contribution
while he was here and wish him well for the future. Sadly, also in May, a recently retired Midlands
prison chaplain, died. She was such a lovely lady, and her wisdom and spirit is very much missed. The
month of June also saw the very sad and untimely death of one of our probation officers based here in
the prison. Her loss continues to be felt across the prison and we miss her presence greatly.
Regrettably, there were two deaths in custody this year (February and December). As a chaplain’s role
is to inform the next of kin, it is always so difficult to be the bearer of such heart-breaking news. It is
one of the most difficult responsibilities of the post.

e New senior psychologist and team

The month of May saw the arrival of our new senior psychologist. Her presence and that of the other
two members of the psychology team that arrived in the following months, have filled a huge void. It
is staggering to think that Limerick prison have been without any psychologist for approximately nine
months. As mentioned in last year’s annual report, the Inspector of Mental Health Services, Dr. Susan
Finnerty, stated in 2021 that approximately 10% of prisoners in Limerick Prison have a mental illness
and 29% have an intellectual disability>. As chaplaincy and other staff are not adequately trained to
deal with this reality, all professional mental supports are essential within a prison community. The
huge volume of catch up work and new referrals will continue to be a challenge for the new
psychology team in these first six months of their arrival.

¢ Opening of the new male B wing

In the past few weeks, part of one landing of the new male B wing has opened up to some enhanced
prisoners. As the capacity of this wing will accommodate about 100 men, its size and modern facilities
are to be very much welcomed. Having a shower and built in phones in every cell, allows for basic
dignity and privacy to be respected. Never was this more highlighted than during Covid 19, when
access to showers and making phone calls on the landings had to be monitored and restricted in the
early stages of the pandemic. While new adjustments were made to accommodate this, to now see
showers and phones in the new cells in B wing is going to be transformative for the men living there.

e Delayed opening of new women'’s prison

It is with much dismay that at the end of 2022, the new women'’s prison is not yet open. It is very
disheartening as our numbers of imprisoned women has increased so much in recent months.
Considering the capacity (100%) should be for about 25 women approximately, on January 14th 2022,
the capacity was at 107%, on April 15% it was 111%, on September 15t it was 114% and on
December 15t it is at 150%.6

Such numbers can raise many debates and questions as to why there are so many women in the
prison system at this time, however, for Limerick prison staff, the duty of care is the priority.
Unfortunately, the reality of sharing already cramped cell space (from the 1800’s) with two or three
others, as well as limited access to showers and limited number of phones available to make calls
home, make the current surroundings very difficult for the women, as well as for the staff that need to

5 Inspector of Mental Health Services, Dr. Susan Finnerty, Access to Mental Health Services for People in the Criminal Justice System,
Mental Health Commission (MHC) Report 2021: pg 29.

6 Daily Prisoner Population, Irish Prison Service https://www.irishprisons.ie/information-centre/statistics-information/2015-daily-
prisoner-population/2022-prison-population/
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manage their care on a daily basis. The national media also brought attention to this a month ago’ and
while the Minister for Justice did come to see the new prison in September®, unfortunately, there is no
exact date as to when it will open. The need for more officers, nurses, teachers etc...could also cause
further delays for finalising the official transfer of women over to the new building. It is vital that it
happens sooner rather than later, as the current conditions and figures of women in our care are no
longer sustainable. It is not fair on the women and it is not fair on the staff either.

e Voice of the chaplain - Annual Reports

The voice of the chaplain is unique in many ways. Our voices can be heard through the Annual reports
which we are duty bound to complete by the end of March every year. No other Service in the Irish
Prison Service is required to do this. Therefore, it is disappointing to end 2022 knowing that our
annual reports for the previous year (2021) have not been published and made available online for
those who wish to read them. It is quite unusual for such a delay and we are none the wiser as to
when and if they will be published. This frustration is also shared by the various Parliamentary
Questions (PQ’s) raised in the Dail in the past eight months? as well as in the national medial®.
Whatever the reason for the delay may be, | would hope they are published in early 2023 before more
unnecessary publicity draws more attention to it.

e Religious Services

Our designated Chapel TV channel which was installed in April 2020, continued to be an invaluable
asset to stream the live Sunday Masses into cells for those who wished to participate. When my
colleague left in May, myself and a Governor met with the Bishop of Limerick to see what new rota of
priests could be created for Sundays. As it took about five weeks to get a new rota structure put into
place, for the prisoners every Sunday, it was possible for a recorded Sunday Mass from the Midlands
prison to be streamed through the Prison Information Channel. The rota of diocesan priests continues
to work well and | am very grateful to all the participating priests from around the city for their
committed service every week.

Pastoral support post Covid 19
Chaplaincy continued to offer a reassuring visible, familiar, calming and supportive presence on the
wings and landings. Chaplaincy support was also offered to:

Families

Chaplaincy continues to provide a bridge to prisoners’ families. Many family members (especially of
new committals) phoned chaplaincy with general queries about how their son/daughter was, how to
book a visit, a video call, how to send money in, how to post in clothes etc. Chaplaincy would receive
on average eight phone calls every day from families. A chaplain can spend a very significant amount

7 Clifford, Mick (November 17" 2022) ‘Inmates at Limerick Women's Prison sleeping on mattresses or floors due to overcrowding’ The Irish
Examiner https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/munster/arid-41008808.html

8 Minister for Justice Helen McEntee visits new Limerick Prison expansion and announces publication of the Irish Prison Service
Annual Report for 2021 https://www.irishprisons.ie/minister-justice-helen-mcentee-visits-new-limerick-prison-expansion-
announces-publication-irish-prison-service-annu/

9 Seach for ‘Prison chaplain reports 2021’ will raise various PQ’s asked https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/questions/

10 Clifford, Mick (December 19t 2022), ‘Chaplains say reports being 'censored and sanitised’ by Irish Prison Service’, The Irish Examiner
https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/arid-41031212.html and ‘Prison Service seems more concerned about PR than prisoners’ The Irish
Examiner https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-41031047.html|
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of time attending to family members (as they ‘do their time’ outside prison walls) who are often lonely,
struggling, isolated and emotional and just want someone to listen to them. It is good to see that the
Prison Service kept the use of video call visits in place after restrictions lifted. Video calls are so useful
for many families, especially those living some distance away. Billpay cards and online money transfers
have also remained post covid which has greatly reduced the costs for families wishing to send in
extra monies to prisoner’s accounts.

Imprisonment becomes extra challenging when there is a death in the family. Chaplains often had to
break the sad news to a prisoner, of the death of a family member. Bereaved prisoners continue to be
helped in various ways; Masses are offered for the deceased, candles can be lit in the Chapel,
prisoners participate in funeral/cremation services from the chaplaincy office via webcam when
possible. The availability of webcam in churches and crematoria has been an invaluable resource.
Participating in services via webcam has helped prisoners to feel part of an important occasion and
has allowed them to engage with their families in relation to what they have seen and heard. Prisoners
and their families have very much appreciated chaplaincy efforts at these times.

Connecting with the entire Prison Community

As chaplaincy meet prison colleagues every day, it's very common for a colleague to ask for a prayer, a
mass card or an opportunity to talk about some matter of concern. The availability to colleagues is
always very important to chaplaincy. Given the extra stresses of working on the front-line during the
Covid pandemic during the past two years, chaplaincy continued to be attentive again this year to the
pastoral care needs of officers and other staff. Most staff members would have experienced some
trauma from death and/or illness amongst their own families and friends during this time. It is
important that this is not forgotten about.

Diversity and Inclusion

Chaplaincy continues to advocate for the transgender prisoners in Limerick Prison. They are
vulnerable when they come in on committal and remain vulnerable throughout their sentence. Their
restrictive regime of being very much confined in a small cell and not being able to mix with other
prisoners will hopefully be facilitated in a better way in the new female prison.

Mental Health Concerns

As stated in last year’s annual report, there continues to be many people with (very) serious mental
health issues incarcerated in Irish prisons. In 2021, Professor Kathleen Lynch commented that using
prisons as a dumping ground for the mentally vulnerable “reflects deep cruelty and carelessness at the
heart of the State”1?

As mentioned earlier in this report, approximately 10% of prisoners in Limerick Prison have a mental
illness and 29% have an intellectual disabilityl2. We and other staff are not adequately trained to deal
with this reality.

Currently, Limerick Prison has one part time psychiatrist and one part time psychiatric nurse (who
works with the psychiatrist). Since May, there is now a senior psychologist, an assistant psychologist
and another psychologist. As their burden of work is so great, chaplaincy still sees many prisoners who
want to talk. As mentioned in last year’s annual report, a 2013 report by the Royal College of
Psychiatrists in London commented that users of mental health services want spirituality to be

1 professor Kathleen Lynch, December 27t 2021, ‘Opinion: Ireland is tarnished by its use of prisons to house the unwanted and
mentally ill". www.thejournal.ie

12 Inspector of Mental Health Services, Dr. Susan Finnerty, Access to Mental Health Services for People in the Criminal Justice
System, Mental Health Commission (MHC) Report 2021:pg 29.
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considered within the overall provision of their carel3. As the only chaplain at this time, | can only do
my best to respond in whatever way | can. That said, | am severely limited as to what | can do for
prisoners with serious mental health issues and for their concerned families.

Engaging and sharing concerns with other prison chaplains

Post Covid, our usual quarterly meetings of chaplains still take place through tele-conferencing phone
calls and video calls. The solidarity shown to each other at these meetings is very worthwhile as it is
evident that all prison chaplains have experienced periods of great work stress during 2022.

| look forward to current restrictions around meetings being lifted, when we can meet properly face to
face again to allow us to share our experiences.

Despite chaplains being essential to a prison service, as laid down in the Prison Rules 2009, the on-
going HR issues (as mentioned in last year’s annual report) have yet to be resolved. Férsa continue to
represent its prison chaplains and while progress has been made, | continue to hope that the injustice
of the pay cuts of approximately 40% in prison chaplains’ salaries back in 2013 will be resolved. If it is
not resolved soon, the Irish Prison Service will not only find it difficult to recruit new chaplains, but it
will also start to lose good, dedicated and committed chaplains who feel undermined and forgotten
about.

Facing forward

As 2023 unfolds, chaplaincy in Limerick Prison continues to face challenges. | am the only chaplain at
this time with approximately 280 prisoners as well as staff to offer spiritual and pastoral support to. |
know that the workload has and continues to increase with the new B wing having just opened and
the new women's prison also due to open in 2023. The new women'’s prison offers challenges of its
own as it will be much bigger and will have a larger cohort of vulnerable women. | look forward to
seeing the new sacred/quiet space assigned for Sunday Mass as well as the chaplaincy office which is
important to provide a base and a space to make phone-calls and meet with any of the women.

| would hope the part-time post is filled very soon and ideally it would become a full-time post as the
work of chaplaincy is so vast. To expect one person to carry the responsibility of the post, is not
sustainable.
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