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Director General and Governor, 

 

 

 

 

We are pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for Limerick Prison 2021.  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. 

 

 

 

Christine Hoctor and Rev. Michael Kelleher C.Ss.R                                                                                                             

Chaplains,  

Limerick Prison. 

 

March 2022 
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The ministry of chaplaincy                                      

Chaplains play a crucial supporting role in prison life. We provide 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’1 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. In the following sections, we highlight some 

elements of our work during 2021.  

 

Introduction                                                                                 

Since December 2018, there are two permanent chaplains employed in Limerick Prison (one 

full time and one part time). We endeavour to work as a team and to offer service to up to 

260 prisoners (men and women) and perhaps 180 staff. Once the current building project of a 

new male wing and female prison is completed, (projected for 2022), prisoner numbers are 

set to increase to about 450. This will eventually lead to a ratio of 300 prisoners to one full 

time chaplain and 150 prisoners to one part time chaplain.  

 

2021 proved to be a very challenging year for everyone within the Irish Prison Service (IPS), 

as Covid 19 continued to influence and restrict the movements of people inside and outside 

prison walls. IPS infection and control procedures continued to be implemented and everyone 

continued to play their part to ensure the safety of the whole prison community. The hope of 

a vaccine rollout helped staff and prisoners keep a sense of optimism when days of Covid 

fatigue affected us all. Chaplaincy continued to offer a reassuring presence. While other key 

services (e.g. psychology, probation, IASIO and MQI) worked from their offices through video 

calls on the Services Floor, chaplains in Limerick Prison continued to be a visible, familiar, 

calming and supportive presence on the wings and landings. We continued to adapt, taking 

on extra responsibilities when necessary (e.g. distributing education materials and St. Vincent 

de Paul monies). 

 

Office space  

A dedicated chaplaincy office was made available in January (this had become even more 

urgent in order to respect Covid guidelines).  Professional chaplaincy requires a welcoming, 

but especially safe space where prisoners and staff may talk openly to the chaplains. Phone 

calls with the families of prisoners, charity groups, funeral undertakers and other services also 

need appropriate confidentiality. New computer cameras facilitated participation in online 

meetings, and we were glad to have access eventually to some shared printer/scanning 

facilities. 

 

Religious services / Chapel TV                                                                                                                     

Our designated Chapel TV channel which was installed in April 2020, continued to be an 

invaluable asset for us. Not only did it allow all prisoners the ability to engage with live 

religious services and meditation sessions from their cells each week, it offered some 

‘connection’ during months of what would be continuous levels of lockdown and restriction. 

In the Chapel, we continued to implement the social distancing requirements asked of us and 

                                                           
1 Hargaden, K (2020), Prison Chaplaincy in the age of Covid- 19 in Theology, Vol 123 (5), 337-345, Sage Publications 
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continued to have two live Masses each Sunday, Easter and Christmas ceremonies, the 

annual novena in June from the visiting Redemptorist team and the annual visit from the 

Bishop of Limerick. When restrictions were eased in the community and churches were 

opening up again, it was very confusing and frustrating for us that restrictions continued for 

much longer behind prison walls. The issue even came to media attention.2  

 

When a new digital Prison Information Channel was introduced, it impacted very negatively 

on the sound and picture quality of the analogue Chapel TV throughout the Prison. Local 

Prison Management responded quickly. New recording equipment was made available to 

Services. This enabled us to record (with better sound and picture quality) Mass and 

meditation weekly; these were then uploaded and shown via the Prison Information Channel. 

The Information Channel if developed further has the potential to contribute even more 

significantly to prisoner wellbeing. 

 

Pastoral support during Covid 19                                                                                                                                                                         

Chaplains continued to respond in flexible and creative ways: 

 Tele-chaplaincy                                                                                                                                                                                          

Chaplains were part of a support helpline for prisoners in quarantine who wanted to link 

in with various services (psychology, probation, addiction, IASIO). Because the demand 

was greater for chaplaincy support on the helpline (60% approx. of all calls), the helpline 

was adapted to allow prisoners in quarantine to phone their own prison chaplain directly. 

The current system allows any prisoner in any prison to phone any chaplain. This is not 

ideal or sustainable given the number of calls we receive.      

   

 Education supplies                                                                                                                       

For various reasons, access to the school was very limited throughout 2021. Chaplaincy 

continued to work with the school Principal to enable the distribution of educational 

materials, jigsaws etc. throughout the prison and especially to those in quarantine.   

   

 Charitable organisations                                                                                            

As voluntary groups were still not allowed to visit the prison in person, chaplaincy 

continued to assist them with any queries and in some cases continue their work for them. 

Once lockdown started, chaplaincy continued to carry on the work of St Vincent de Paul 

by distributing some money weekly into the accounts of a number of prisoners who had 

no supports on the outside. We would also refer any prisoner due for release to them, so 

they could assist them in any way possible on the outside. 

 

 Families                                                                                                                

Chaplaincy provides a bridge to prisoners’ families. Throughout the various lockdowns, 

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. Chaplains spend a very significant amount of time attending 

                                                           
2 The Irish Catholic newspaper, June 3rd 2021 
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to family members (as they ‘do their time’ outside prison walls3) and who are often lonely, 

struggling, isolated and emotional and just want someone to listen to them. Covid brought 

some advantages to prisoner families: the new Billpay cards to top up prisoners’ accounts 

have saved families the costs of postal orders and postage. The use of video calls instead 

of face-to-face visits also helped many families, especially those living some distance 

away.  

   

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. Covid 

restrictions made funeral arrangements even more difficult. Bereaved prisoners were 

helped in various ways; Masses were offered for the deceased, candles were lit in the 

Chapel, prisoners participated 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 about 

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 chaplains, we meet our prison colleagues every day and 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. Our availability to colleagues is always very important to us. Given the extra 

stresses of working on the front-line during the Covid pandemic, we were even more 

attentive again this year to the pastoral care needs of officers, other staff and 

management, especially in their times of loss or sickness. A recent survey conducted by 

the Inspector of Prisons stated that high stress levels at work for prison officers increased 

from 25% (pre pandemic) to 59% (during the pandemic).4 For many officers/prison staff 

throughout 2021, alongside work stresses, there were added, extra underlying anxieties 

about vulnerable family members, their children, and their own health. It was yet again 

another very difficult year to work in a prison despite the roll out of vaccinations and the 

gradual lifting of restrictions. 

         

 Prisoners leaving during Covid lockdown                                                                  

Chaplaincy supported prisoners leaving prison throughout Covid. Some were quite 

vulnerable facing into all the Covid restrictions on the outside. The serious problem of 

homelessness in our society made coping and surviving all the more difficult. A lack of 

functioning supports in the community, can lead a person into a spiral of depression, 

anxiety, addiction issues and inevitably for some, to suicidal thoughts. Where possible, as 

chaplains, we offered some ongoing phone, letter or email support to those who have left 

prison. We continue to stay in touch with people from not only the Catholic tradition but 

from Buddhist. Muslim and non-religious traditions.    

                                                           
3 ‘Doing Time-Outside’, St Nicholas Trust Support for Prisoners’ Families, A Conference of the Effect of Imprisonment on 
Families, May 13th 2011, Cork. 
4 Office of the Inspector of Prisons: Covid-19 Prison Staff Survey, 30 April – 16 May 2021, pg. 21  
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 Diversity and Inclusion                                                                                                                                                                               

We continue to advocate for the transgender prisoners in Limerick Prison. They are 

vulnerable when they come in on committal and remain vulnerable throughout their 

sentence. The Office of the Inspector of Prisons highlighted that they are not allowed to 

mix with others, their time is confined to their cell 23 hours a day5. Some staff (including 

one chaplain) attended in house training on working with transgender prisoners. We very 

much hope that the new female prison due to open in 2022 will accommodate 

transgender prisoners in a more favourable way. We also look forward to participating in 

the development of policies that would increase the safety of, and respect shown to, 

transgender prisoners.   

    

 Mental Health Concerns               

There are 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”6  

 

A recent report by the Inspector of Mental Health Services, Dr. Susan Finnerty, stated 

that approximately 10% of prisoners in Limerick Prison have a mental illness and 29% 

have an intellectual disability7. We and other staff are not adequately trained to deal with 

this reality. During Covid restrictions, it has been very stressful to see very vulnerable 

women and men with serious mental health issues struggling to adapt to quarantine, 

especially when they don’t quite understand what is going on. Currently, Limerick Prison 

has one part time psychiatrist and one part time psychiatric nurse (who works with the 

psychiatrist). There has been no full-time psychologist in the Prison since August 2021; it’s 

likely to be May 2022 before such a service is available again. This lack of an adequate full 

time psychological service places more pressure and stress on everybody in the Prison 

Community.  

 

Chaplaincy in Limerick Prison has received many extra referrals in response to this reality. 

A 2013 report by the Royal College of Psychiatrists in London commented that users of 

mental health services want spirituality to be considered within the overall provision of 

their care8. This has been our experience and we’ve done our best to respond flexibly, 

creatively and generously. That said, we found, and continue to find, ourselves severely 

limited as to what we can do for prisoners with serious mental health issues and for their 

concerned families.    

 

                                                           
5 Office of the Inspector of Prisons: Covid-19 Thematic Inspection of Limerick Prison, 6-7 April 2021, pg 33-35 
6 Professor Kathleen Lynch, December 27th 2021, ‘Opinion: Ireland is tarnished by its use of prisons to house the 
unwanted and mentally ill’. www.thejournal.ie  
7 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. 
8 Recommendations for psychiatrists on spirituality and religion: Position Statement PS03/2013, Royal College of 
Psychiatrists, London. 

http://www.thejournal.ie/


 7 

Engaging and sharing concerns with other prison chaplains                              

With Covid, the usual quarterly meetings of chaplains took place through tele-conferencing 

phone calls and video calls. The solidarity shown to each other at these meetings was very 

worthwhile. It was evident that all prison chaplains had experienced periods of great work 

stress during the year. We have been on the front line and have stepped up to all that was 

asked of us. Very significantly, chaplains continued to be a reassuring presence on landings 

and were promoted by the IPS and the Red Cross as a source of support and contact for 

prisoners.   

 

The Prison Rules 2007 highlight the significance of prison chaplaincy. However, as prison 

chaplains we feel very deeply concerned about our place in the IPS. We feel seriously 

undermined by the extraordinary pay cuts of approximately 40% in prison chaplains’ salaries 

in 2013 and by ongoing HR issues; this explains why the majority of chaplains joined Fórsa in 

recent years. We expect all IPS chaplains (not only some) to be treated at least as well as 

chaplains in other areas in the public service. Beyond that, we would like to see some 

recognition of the security risks and serious responsibilities associated with the role. We 

remain hopeful that what we see as serious injustices will be resolved in 2022.    

 

Facing forward                                    

As 2022 unfolds, chaplains in Limerick Prison will continue to face any challenges with 

creativity, flexibility and generosity. We are already anticipating the increased workload that 

will come our way when the new male B Wing and the new female prison open later in the 

year. We hope that with the lifting of restrictions, prison life will go back to ‘normal.’ We will 

continue to offer pastoral support to everyone in the prison community but as ever, we plan 

to be particularly attentive to those who feel especially isolated for whatever reason; 

bereavement, mental health, gender, poverty, ethnic origin. We will especially advocate that 

those with serious mental health issues receive the professional help they need in alternative 

appropriate settings.  
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