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| am pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for Limerick Prison 2023. 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.

Yours sincerely,

Chaplaincy,
Limerick prison

Date: March 2024




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 in a prison, one sees, hears
and feels the energy within the prison walls. It is quite a unique role and one that should not be taken
for granted. In the following sections, are highlighted some elements of the work by chaplaincy during
2023.

Introduction

Since December 2018, two permanent chaplains have been employed in Limerick Prison (one full time
and one part time). However, since May 2022, since the departure of my former colleague, the part
time chaplaincy position was not filled from the panel, so almost a year later in April 2023, it was
decided by Directorate to upgrade the part-time post to a full-time position, with recruitment for a
locum to commence in the coming weeks. As the prison population was already exceeding its capacity
with men at 130% and women at 164% by mid-April 2023, this decision was most welcomed, as |
was overwhelmed and burnt out with the workload. Since December 2022, the new male B wing was
opening up on a gradual basis each week with internal transfers of male prisoners taking place, while
the new women'’s prison continued to experience more delays (with its overcrowding) into the first six
months of 2023.

2023 - an exciting and challenging year

2023 was an exciting and yet another challenging year for a number of reasons.

While all prisons gradually came back to normal routines post Covid 19, 2023 saw the re-emergence
of face-to-face meetings and outside voluntary groups coming back into the prison as before.
Multidisciplinary team meetings resumed on a weekly basis and review meetings took place more
regularly face-to-face too. This was welcomed due to the expanding prison population.

e New full-time locum chaplain

Mid-July saw the arrival of a new full-time locum chaplain. It is a relief to have a new colleague to
share the workload with and he is very much welcomed. With all the changes taking place in the
prison, there has been a lot for him to get used to. Due to a family bereavement, and an injury, | was
out for a period of time, which meant he has had to learn how chaplaincy works very quickly.

e Official opening of B male wing and the new female prison

Despite construction delays with the impact of Covid 19, on May 5t the acting Minister for Justice,
Simon Harris officially opened the new male B wing. This new wing sees each of the 100 (approx.) en-
suite cells with in built phones (allowing basic dignity and privacy) become the wing most aspire to be
in. Symbolically, it also sees the end of the practice of “slopping out” in Limerick prisoni. The outdoor
space has, as well as the traditional exercise yard, a separate AstroTurf pitch for five-a-side football.
The new prison kitchen and laundry have relocated to B wing too as well as training rooms and some
offices. A section of the wing contains the new canteen, gym, recreational room and lockers for staff
only. Prisoners and staff seem to be happy with the new wing. Due to its size, it has taken time to
everyone to familiarise themselves with the new layout.

On October 18t the new female prison was officially opened by the Minister for Justice Helen
McEntee. With space for 50 women (approx.), the accommodation comprises of a mixture of single
bedroom units, some apartment style units and a mother and baby unit, all with individual en-suites.




The feeling of normality must be refreshing for the women used to the former 19th century E wing,
with its cramped conditions, high windows and grey walls. The new architectural design around light,
colour and trauma informed care, | would hope is a more therapeutic and rehabilitative for the women
who find themselves here.

It was July, before the women moved over from the old to the new. The spacious cells and layout of
the prison has taken time for the women and staff to adjust to. For all its advantages, the new building
has some shortcomings which will hopefully be rectified over the coming months. There is no
designated office space for services staff to use - even a shared space to access computers and
phones. For chaplaincy, it will be very difficult to give bad news to a woman, when one can’t access a
phone easily to make calls from a designated office space. The reliance to use a phone in Reception is
not practical and not fair on uniform staff in the long term. It is also disappointing that there is no
dedicated quiet, neutral space/room which can be used for Mass on a Sunday. The promised chapel
type space/room unfortunately has not materialised. At the moment, a recreational room is being
used for Mass which has to be set up every Sunday morning. While it suffices for now as we are still
adjusting to how the new prison works, in the long term, it is not acceptable. In a new female prison
designed around trauma informed care, the women deserve a quiet room which can be used for Mass
and by other services during the week that might need access to a quiet, reflective space. Other issues
include the outdoor exercise garden which has no sheltered area for the women to use when it rains
and also has no toilet facilities. If shelter and toilets are part of the male exercise yards, why were they
excluded from the design for the women'’s outdoor space? All of the issues mentioned need to be
resolved in 2024.

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. The chapel
capacity is full most Sundays and as mentioned earlier, the new facility in the women'’s prison in a
recreational room sees attendance grow steadily during the past five months. The Bishop of Limerick
attended both Easter and Christmas celebrations which were well attended and the recently
established rota of diocesan priests continues to work well. Chaplaincy is very grateful to all the
participating priests from around the city for their committed service every week.

e Loss and Grief

In early March, our Head Chaplain left for another role. | thank him for his work and support for the
past three years and | wish him well for the future. Unfortunately, we do not have an Interim chaplain
while we wait for the Head Chaplain post to be advertised. It has been quite alarming to know that
there has been no chaplaincy voice at the top table for the past nine months. It is so important that
our voice is heard, as decisions are being made without our input. The sooner an Interim and/or Head
is appointed the better, as chaplains need to be heard and supported.

Throughout the year, Limerick prison saw some of its services staff leave to continue their work
externally or in new posts. While these staff left, new and more faces arrived in their place as the
prison numbers expands with the new wing and female prison. Our part time psychiatrist also left in
July for a position in another prison. His post has yet to be filled.

Regrettably, there was one death in custody (January) this year. Usually, a chaplain informs the next of
kin, which is always one of the most difficult responsibilities of the post. Unfortunately, as | was on
sick leave, senior staff broke the news to the next of kin.




e Mental Health

Mental health is a growing issue across all prisons. It was highlighted in recent chaplaincy reports that
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"V. 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”v. Chaplaincy and other
staff are not adequately trained to deal with this reality. Currently, Limerick Prison has one part time
psychiatric nurse since the part-time psychiatrist left in July. There is also a psychology team, but as
their burden of work is so great, chaplaincy still sees many prisoners who want to talk. As mentioned
in previous annual reports, 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 carevi. As chaplaincy is already stretched at this time, it is severely limited as to what it can do for
prisoners with mental health issues and for their concerned families.

Mental health was promoted strongly throughout this year by the Irish Prison Service with its first
ever dedicated mental health week being promoted across all the prisons at the end of February. Here
in Limerick, all the services staff from Merchant’s Quay Ireland (MQI), psychology, teachers etc... gave
talks and classes during designated slots throughout the week. Outside speakers e.g. Limerick Suicide
Watch (volunteers who patrol the bridges in the city) came in and spoke too. The highlight at the end
of the week were The Two Norries (known for their popular podcasts that are currently being
streamed on the Prison TV channel) who managed to speak across most prisons during the week. As
the chapel was the main space used for most of the key talks, due to its facility to be accessible for all
via Chapel TV, it allowed even those in restrictive regimes to access the talks throughout the week. As
the only chaplain at the time, it was a busy week making sure the chapel was ready for all talks and
that refreshments were made available for everyone each day. It was a successful week and was
appreciated by all the men and women. Presuming it takes place next year, | would hope it will just be
as good if not better than this year. If anything, it would be beneficial to the men and women to have
more initiatives throughout the year rather than just for one week only. As the Irish Prison Service
were also the first public or private employer to be awarded the prestigious Amber Flag by Pieta
House in September, | would hope it as a sign of their commitment to promoting more mental health
initiatives for prisoners and staffi,

e Overcrowding

Across all prisons, overcrowding is a growing concern - as highlighted by the Irish Penal Reform Trust
(IPRT) who called for action when 120 prisoners were without beds in FebruaryVii. Some of the
reasons that the demand for prison places is exceeding supply has been the back log of cases from
Covid 19 being dealt with, the growth in the Irish population as well as more judges and gardai being
appointed. The IPRT also commented on how the number of short sentences also increased which
also has an impact. Prison terms of three months or less made up 20% of all prison sentences handed
down in 2022 (up from 13% in 2020)*. Here is Limerick, a sample across the year shows that despite a
new male wing opening from December 2022 and a new women'’s prison opening from July 2023, the
prison capacity (100%) quickly became overcrowded. January 20t: men 115% and women 136%;
March 20t: men 130% and women 157%; June 20%: men 102% and women 161%; September 20t
men 109% and women 86%; December 20™: men 109% and 113%*. The problems that come with
overcrowding was raised in the media throughout the year. The Prison Officer’s Association (POA)
conference in April mentioned the rise of assaults on officers by 46% (91 incidents to 134) between
2021 and 2022%. The overcrowding issue will not be solved in the coming months or years ahead but
as the IPRT reminds us that imprisonment should only ever be used as a sanction of last resort*i




Pastoral support
Chaplaincy continue to offer a reassuring visible, familiar, calming and supportive presence on the
wings and landings. Chaplain 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
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 the Prison
Service kept the use of video calls visits after Covid 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 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 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 three 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 in their own lives especially during these past three years. It is
important that this is not forgotten about as society and the prison regime has returned to normal.

Engaging and sharing concerns with other prison chaplains

Our usual quarterly meetings of chaplains resumed as normal in person which we all welcomed after
meeting online for over two years.

Despite chaplains being essential to a prison service, as laid down in the Prison Rules 2009, the on-
going HR issues (as mentioned in previous annual reports) have yet to be resolved, although great
progress has been made. Férsa continue to represent its prison chaplains and we all hope 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 hard 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 2024 unfolds, all prison chaplains look forward to an external review of chaplaincy which is due to
commence early in the year. Its intention is to give a framework for the future development of prison
chaplaincy. Hopefully they will visit all prisons and give recommendations of their findings.




Acknowledgements

Any chaplain is a member of a community and works as part of a multi-disciplinary team. Chaplaincy
very much appreciate the support received from everybody in Limerick Prison especially the
Governors, Chiefs, ACOs, officers and other staff who support the work of chaplaincy. Chaplaincy is
also grateful to the now former Head Chaplain, chaplaincy colleagues in other prisons and by
members of the Visiting Committee and the Office of the Inspector of Prisons.

Thanks also to the many other professionals with whom chaplaincy regularly co-work with, e.g.
teachers, medical staff, members of the probation service, MQI and IASIO, the Society of St. Vincent
de Paul, the Bedford Row Family Project, the Tipperary Rural Travellers’ Project, the Bishop of
Limerick, local clergy, and many, many more.

Chaplaincy is also grateful to all those who find themselves incarcerated in Limerick Prison for the
respect, cooperation and appreciation shown at all times.

Chaplaincy
Limerick Prison; March 2024
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