Limerick Chaplaincy Annual Report 2020

Prison Rules 2007, section 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.



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 and makes a significant contribution as part of the multidisciplinary team in
a prison, addressing the physical, social and spiritual needs of prisoners in a holistic way. In
the following sections, we highlight some elements of our work during 2020.

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 late 2021), prisoner numbers
are set to increase to about 450.

2020 was a very challenging year for everyone in the Irish Prison Service (IPS), not least
because of the Covid 19 pandemic. Once the country went into the first national lockdown,
IPS infection and control procedures were implemented; what happened in the wider
community was mirrored in prison communities across the country. Covid restrictions turned
the normal everyday routine of prison life on its head. It was a very stressful time, but
everyone played a part in ensuring the safety of the whole prison community. Throughout
this time of stress and change, chaplaincy continued to offer a reassuring presence. While
other key services (e.g. psychology, probation, IASIO and MQI) worked from the Services
Floor, chaplains in Limerick Prison continued to be a visible, familiar and calming,
supportive presence on the wings and landings. We adapted to the new reality, taking on
extra responsibilities when necessary (e.g. distributing education materials and St. Vincent de
Paul monies).

Religious services / Chapel TV
As the national lockdown meant the closure of churches and the movement to online services

in the community, similar restrictions were put in place for Sunday masses in the prison
chapel. The installation of a new camera in the chapel (in early April), meant that a new
Chapel TV channel was accessible in all the cells. Chapel TV allowed those who wanted to
engage with the two live masses every Sunday and the Easter ceremonies to do so and to hear
their personal prayer intentions being remembered. When restrictions eased to Level 3,
numbers of those who could attend mass in the chapel were restricted to 16 in order to
comply with social distancing requirements. Movies were shown every Sunday and
Thursday (at 12.30pm) on Chapel TV and there was a live meditation session every Tuesday
afternoon (at 4.30pm). Going around the landings and putting up posters about what would be
on Chapel TV each week gave us as chaplains opportunities to hear what people liked and
enjoyed and wanted more of.

At the end of May, a guest speaker was interviewed by a chaplain in the chapel one Sunday at
lunchtime. This could be accessed in every cell via Chapel TV. The guest, a very well-



known Limerick sports star, spoke about his own mental health and experience with
addiction. His inspirational life story was very well received by those who heard it.

A ‘concert’ given in the chapel by one of the prisoners was also seen via Chapel TV and was
very much appreciated.

The annual novena in June was adapted to allow the visiting Redemptorist team to conduct
daily prayers via Chapel TV and music from the chapel during lunchtime. Prayers and
petitions from prisoners were collected and read out during the nine days. A special “Covid
Candle” was lit and that flame is visible to anyone who tunes into Chapel TV day or night.

At Christmas, the Bishop of Limerick, instead of walking some of the landings to meet
prisoners, conducted a prayer service in the chapel for the prison community and blessed the
two cribs.

Pastoral support
Chaplains were flexible in responding to the new needs that emerged with Covid 19.

e Tele-chaplaincy
All prison chaplains were part of an internal telephone support helpline for prisoners in
quarantine who wanted to link in with various services (psychology, probation, addiction,
IASIO). Initially, chaplains in each prison took turns to answer the calls from any
prisoner around the country. Because the demand was great for chaplaincy support on the
helpline (60% approx. of all calls), after six weeks or so, chaplaincy helpline calls were
directed to chaplains cocooning at home. In January 2021, the chaplaincy helpline was
adapted to allow prisoners in quarantine to phone their own prison chaplain directly.

e Education supplies
Closure of the school during lockdown impacted some prisoners greatly. While some
educational workbooks, jigsaws and colouring pens were distributed early on in the first
lockdown by the Red Cross volunteers, chaplaincy continued to collect any materials
available from the school and to distribute them to anyone who asked for them and/or
needed them — especially those in quarantine. Chaplains worked with the school
Principal to enable the distribution of materials to those who needed them. In conjunction
with another teacher, chaplaincy showed movies as part of a six week English/Film
studies curriculum.

e Charitable organisations
As voluntary groups were no longer allowed to visit the prison in person, chaplaincy
continued to assist them with any queries and in some cases continue their work for them.
Before Covid, St Vincent de Paul visited every Monday evening and would give a small
donation (€10) to a few prisoners in genuine need. 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 few 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 is a key service connecting families and prisoners. Throughout the various
lockdowns, many family members (especially of new committals) phoned chaplaincy
with general queries about visiting restrictions, how to book a video call, how to post in
clothes etc. Chaplains often had to break the sad news of the death of a family member.
Bereaved prisoners were helped in various ways, including where possible the facilitation
of participation in funeral liturgies via a parish church/ crematorium webcam.

Facilitating church and crematorium services via webcam

While chaplaincy had facilitated prisoners to participate in the funeral services of family
members via webcam in 2019, there was an increase in the need for this service in 2020.
As more parishes installed webcam technology into their churches to allow their
communities to engage with various services from their homes, it meant more churches
were now accessible to the public. While funerals were the services most in demand in
the prison, we also facilitated a prisoner to see their grandchild’s Confirmation, allowing
them to share in the happiness of the day and to feel connected with their family.

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, for a mass card or for an opportunity to talk about some
matter of concern. Our availability to colleagues is very important to us. Given the extra
stresses of working on the front-line during the Covid pandemic, we were even more
attentive this year to the pastoral care needs of officers, other staff and management,
especially in their times of loss or sickness. Throughout 2020, for many officers/prison
staff alongside work stresses, there were added, extra underlying anxieties about
vulnerable family members, their children and their own health. It was a very difficult
year to work in a prison.

Deaths in custody

Unfortunately, there were two deaths in custody this year, both within a few months of
each other (July 19th and November 15th). Chaplains play a critical role at such tragic
times, especially connecting with and supporting families as much as possible. In 2020
this was done in a Covid sensitive way.




e 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.

Shared office space and shared printing facilities
Covid 19 made sharing an office and printing/scanning facilities even more complicated than

before. Our new office space and new computer/printing/scanning facilities that will be made
available in January 2021 will be very much appreciated.

Engaging and sharing concerns with other prison chaplains
The new, and very welcome, Head Chaplain commenced his position at the beginning of the

first national lockdown. 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. Because of some ongoing concerns in relation to
contracts and morale, during the year most IPS chaplains became members of the Forsa
Trade Union.

Facing forward & some concerns
We envisage some form of continued lockdown for the first few months of 2021. As

chaplains, we will continue to face any challenges with continued creativity, flexibility and
adaptability. As before, we plan to be particularly attentive to those who feel especially
isolated for whatever reason; bereavement, mental health, gender, poverty, ethnic origin ...
We will continue to offer bereavement support to everyone in the prison community. We
also look forward to participating in the development of policies that would increase the
safety and respect shown to transgender prisoners.

A 2020 Vision

Looking back on 2020, a significant positive was the cooperation of everyone in dealing with
the pandemic; prisoners, officers, other staff, management, everybody contributed to creating
a safe environment for everybody. Looking back on 2020, there are also some significant
challenges to be faced. As chaplains we are deeply concerned with the numbers of people
with serious psychiatric issues who are incarcerated. Such a reality benefits nobody.
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Chaplaincy Team
Limerick Prison
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