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1. Director General  
 

2. Governor 

 

I am pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for Mountjoy Male Prison 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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Section 1 - General Commentary  

 

Mountjoy Male prison during 2022 thankfully experienced the removal of most Covid - 19 measures. 
This has resulted for most landings more out - of - cell time, an increase in services, yard, and gym time. 
However, staffing levels at times too often result in a backward trajectory.  
 
Mountjoy Male is a closed, medium security prison for adult males; it is the main committal prison for 
Dublin city and county and has a capacity of 755. 
 
Chaplaincy provides pastoral and spiritual support to the inmates, their families, and to our prison 
colleagues. It is a service to people of all religions and none and working within a multi – disciplinary 
team. It lives the Mission Statement of the Irish Prison Service that is “providing safe and secure custody, 
dignity of care rehabilitation to prisoners for safer communities” and “a safer community through 
excellence in a prison service built on respect for human dignity”.  
 
Chaplaincy advocates for the men from the morning of their committal to the day of their release. We 
are a presence in the prison 365 days of the year and offer a listening ear. Among the services we offer 
are bereavement support, support in times of stress, critical incidents, family illness, as well as ongoing 
support and encouragement for the men to engage in services and religious services. In this light, the 
chaplains are often a signpost to the man and the relatives when it comes to a referral to other services 
and support groups and provides imperative family links which sustain relationships whilst in prison – 
and these relationships are fundamental on release. 
 
When the 2021 report was written, there were 707 men in custody and at the end of December 2022 
there were 743 men in custody with a number of these men sleeping on the floor. A prisoner - chaplain 
ratio of 1:186 up from 1:177 in 2021. All reports are suggesting that this figure will substantially increase 
over the coming weeks and months. Mountjoy Chaplaincy has the full-time equivalent of four chaplains. 
In November we welcomed a locum chaplain and has since part shared with the Training Unit which is 
part of the Mountjoy Campus.  
 
In the first instance Chaplains always hold in our hearts and minds the victims of crime and the trauma 
that has been forced upon them. With deep healing in mind and attempting, in some small way, to raise 
awareness of the cycle of trauma, rather than it being perpetually transferred Chaplains hope to 
facilitate opportunities to transform in the care of the men here. The adverse effects of trauma on 
mental, physical, spiritual health as well as the familial and social aspects are well known. Indeed, we are 
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amazed at many of the men we meet here, that they have survived at all. The odds were against many 
of them from the very start.1 2 3 
 
 
Section 2. Provision of Chaplaincy Services 
 
Chaplaincy within the Irish Prison Service is “independent” and “the Irish Prison Service regards 
chaplaincy as an essential service, making a significant contribution as part of the multi-disciplinary team 
in a prison, addressing the physical, social and spiritual needs of prisoners in a holistic way”. It is very 
much an advocacy role among many others from talking up for a man to alerting management of 
concerns as well as providing a compassionate pastoral presence in times of illness and death.  
 
Highlights of Chaplaincy 
 
a. Local 
 
Management and other key Meetings 
 
The chaplains attend Multi -Agency Meetings, Review Meetings, Multi-Disciplinary, Case Conferences, 
Suicide Prevention, Health and Safety and Infection Control meetings. These vary from twice weekly, 
weekly, and monthly. The Chaplaincy service have statutory obligation to advocate for prisoners at 
meetings in particular case conferences and review meetings. 
 
Multi - Agency Meeting (MAM) 
 
On a weekly basis there is a Multi-Agency Meeting (MAM). This meeting is normally led by the 
psychiatric in-reach team. The rotating case load discussed would be done in a comprehensive and 
sensitive manner. The MAM bridges different theoretical domains, operational and security, psychiatric, 
addiction, housing, psychological, probation, and spiritual. The holistic approach factors to fully 
understand the impact of measures on the men and the staff too. Great care and understanding of the 
men would be shown from all agency staff. Incidents of self-harm from within the whole prison would 
also be discussed at this meeting, as well as the use of the Special Observation Cells (SOCs), movements 
to and from the High Support Unit (HSU) and the Lower Support Unit (LSU) that are sections of the 

                                                           
1 The above paragraph does not represent the view of the full chaplaincy team.  It is understandable with a team of 4 chaplains that 
we each have our own operative theology from which our ministry as chaplains flow.  For some of the team it is important to note 
that our ministry as prison chaplains is therefore focused on the needs of the men we serve and not their victims.  This is not to 
undermine the hurt or trauma felt by victims, however, the needs of victims are outside our remit as prison chaplains and therefore 
for some of the team, not at the heart of our ministry. 
 
2 In the introduction of the 2021 Annual Report it reads: “The whole backdrop of a man in prison…” and goes on to say “Chaplains 
believe in journeying with the men and helping them face the reality of their situation. We assist in helping them make meaning and 
where possible amends…. in service to the victims of crime, society and the greater good.”  This sentiment is being echoed in the 
above paragraph. In the majority of cases crimes are not victimless. Ideally speaking, the men in our care have to deal with the spiritual 
and emotional consequences of their actions. Part of our ministry is to accompany them with all aspects of their spiritual life as they 
rehabilitate. The point is not that we work with victims of crime directly but as employees of the State we have a part to play in much 
larger Grand narratives. 
 
3 Once a man is committed to Mountjoy he is seen by a chaplain. In my experience this can often be a very traumatic, embarrassing 
and disappointing time as he comes to the realisation of prison life. The man might often be in floods of tears knowing that he has 
let his parents, life-partner, children, family and friends down. His family too are often in floods of tears worried about their loved 
one who has found himself in Mountjoy prison. At these times my focus as prison chaplain is focused on the man standing in front 
of me who can be afraid and lonely and my focus too is on his family who are looking for reassurance that their son, husband, dad is 
safe and is being looked after. As my colleague stated above: “this is not to undermine the hurt or trauma felt by victims, however, 
the needs of victims are outside our remit as prison chaplains and therefore for some of the team, not at the heart of our ministry.” 
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Medical Unit within the Mountjoy Male Campus and movements to and from the main prison 
population. The waiting list for the Central Mental Hospital (CMH) is discussed weekly and the priority 
of certain men to be moved on.  
 
On a number of occasions, a senior Governor to the Governor who normally leads the MAM has had to 
come into the meeting and appealed for help for the care of a number of acutely sick men in particular, 
knowing, one feels, that prison isn’t the right place for those particular men. The systemic bottlenecking 
is frustrating and demoralizing for all, knowing that some men need specialist care in a hospital setting. 
It’s an upsetting image. Essentially the Governor of Mountjoy begging for help on behalf of very ill 
individuals.  There is an urgent need for the CMH to open more beds for the psychiatrically ill men who 
are languishing in the cells of Mountjoy and indeed other prisons around the country. 
 
Towards the end of each meeting the Governor would normally invite if anyone would like to raise 
anyone else or any issues that have come to their or their department’s attention. This has proved to 
be valuable. In addition to that, staff officer’s attendance at meetings with their specific knowledge and 
insights are greatly appreciated. If there isn’t enough time to discuss a particular case a Case Conference 
may be called to have more time to discuss the patient at length in the multi-agency context.  
 
Case Conference 

On a regular occurrence there are individuals that need extended discussions. One man, for example, 
has been on the waiting list for years to access the Central Mental Hospital (CMH). A Case Conference 
is held monthly for him alone. Everyone in the prison system knows he is not in the right place and great 
attempts are put in place to care for him by all staff. 
 
Generally, Case Conferences run by a status report of the person, issues, risks etc. are discussed and 
how a best practice care plan can be put in place for the man, acknowledging the man’s authenticity, his 
choice and to offer the man hope. As well as Case Conferences there are Pre-Release Meetings. 
 

Pre-Release Meetings  

 
In anticipation for certain men being released members of the normal MAM team and outside agencies 
come to pre-release meeting to offer wrap-around-supports and in a way to coach the man in 
preparation for their release. You might have members of a housing organization for example that are 
going to provide accommodation and other supports for the men in the community. 
 
Often, the inmate too may be brought in to join the meeting for some time. This, of course, can have 
the potential to be intimidating but it is always handled with great care and consideration. On one 
occasion, the Next of Kin for the man too was invited to such a meeting and afterwards was 
accompanied on the walk back to the man’s Division with the Governor and the Chief. This meant a lot 
to both the man and his Next of Kin they later told Chaplaincy. On this occasion, and all others, from 
experience of chaplains, the men who come up to the meeting were elated that so many people were 
there to help and care for them. 
 
Campus Suicide and Harm Prevention Meetings  

 
Quarterly throughout the year, there is a Campus Suicide and Harm Prevention Meeting. Normally 
discussed here would be any self-harm Incidents, critical incidents and if there are concerns raised about 
specific prisoners. As well as that a discussion on Mental Health Awareness Training for staff has 
featured. There would be input from Multiagency representatives such as Psychiatry, Psychology, 
Listener Scheme & Chaplaincy and if there are any prison specific issues such as, conditions, and risks. 
An invitation from the Governor for actions to be taken locally and recommendations to prison 
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management is requested. Chaplains have advocated for multimedia educational methods delivered 
around trauma and recovery information to the men in the cells. We believe this is at a national level 
discussion. 
 
In practice, when there is an incident of self-harm once assessed by the medic a group Suicide and Harm 
Prevention email is sent to all services that documents the incident. From there then, each service can 
link into this person. These encounters then may inform the MAM toward a more person-centered 
approach to the care of the man. 
 
Review Meetings 
 
Periodically there are Review Meetings for the men. One for the Main Prison the other for the 
Progression Unit and Medical Unit combined. Approximately 30 - 40 men would be discussed at each 
meeting comprehensively by a multi-disciplinary team. 
 
Multi-Disciplinary Meeting 
 
The Multi-Disciplinary Meeting is held quarterly, and it is normally chaired by a Governor and attended 
by heads of services. As Chaplains have no head of service attendance at this meeting rotates between 
the team. Each service gives an account of what is going on in their service and projects and innovations 
in the pipeline. 
 
Governors Meetings, Health and Safety and Infection Control Meetings, Out Break-Meetings  
 

Twice weekly a Chaplain attends the Governor’s boardroom meeting. At this meeting there is an 
opportunity to discuss and event that has manifested and if we need to let the management know and 
may need assistance. In a similar way, the Governor or other managers may inform chaplains of 
something that has come up and may need addressing and is a priority.  
 
Chaplains also attended the quarterly Health and Safety Meeting and Infection Control Meetings 2022 
saw the Covid Outbreak Meetings come to a close. 
 
Tele-Chaplaincy and Technology 
 
With the introduction of tele-chaplaincy during Covid and with the introduction of webcam, so the 
viewing of immediate family funerals can be facilitated have both been a very positive response during 
Covid. Tele-chaplaincy is still functioning and available in Mountjoy Male Prison and continues to be 
utilized. However, thankfully with Covid lockdowns lifted the preferred engagement method for 
chaplains and the men on the landings is face to face.  
 
During 2022, Mountjoy chaplains journeyed with 120 men who experienced a close family 
bereavement, and the majority of these men would have been facilitated to view their loved one’s 
funeral via webcam. Year on year this is an increase of 16 on the same period last year. 
 
Bereavement Suite 
 
One very positive development from 2022 was the development of a bereavement suite in the main 
jail. From the 2021 Chaplains Annual Report, we stated that: 
 
“We have continued to offer the viewing of immediate family funerals via the webcam, however, we are 
currently restricted to one PC and one small chaplaincy office for this valuable service. We have had 104 men 
bereaved during the year and so there were times in the year that we had two funerals at the same time. This 
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necessitated the viewing of a funeral in sites that were not suitable for such occasions for example in the 
school and on one occasion the kitchen.”  
 
 
 

 
 
 

This Bereavement Suite has allowed us to be able to facilitate the viewing of two funerals, one from our 
small chaplaincy office and at the same time one from our Bereavement Suite, it also allows for an office 
to be fully functioning during a bereavement. This Bereavement Suite was funded by the Prisoner 
Initiative Development Fund after an application was submitted with the support of our Governor 
Liaison to the chaplaincy service – this development fund is specifically for development of initiatives 
that will have a positive effect on men we serve and journey with. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Our Bereavement Suite has received a lot of positive feedback from the men who have experienced it.  
It has been widely seen as a very beneficial resource by both our colleagues in Mountjoy and our 
chaplaincy colleagues nationally.  It’s the simple things that we take for granted in life, that become the 
big things whilst in prison. The Bereavement Suite provides an area that takes people away from the 
noisy landings, a place of quiet, where the rush of activity ceases. Some of the men have exclaimed “it 
reminds me of my Mams house, it’s been years since I sat on a couch, it doesn’t feel like prison.” It is a 
difficult conversation to have with anyone when you have to tell them that their Mam, Dad, sibling or 
life partner has died. Receiving bad news while in prison is exceptionally difficult.  And any new initiative 



Page 8 of 18 
 

that eases stress and tension in a prison is only good and proper. It’s actually the least we can afford 
people; to do it with dignity and care and provide surroundings and support that in some small way 
indicates to them that the manner in which we break this bad news is important. We are here for you 
and you as an individual are important. 
 
The funding received from the PIDF also allowed us to purchase sofas and armchairs for the Progression 
Unit and Medical Unit.  Creating a total of 3 separate areas where we in the chaplaincy service can 
welcome prisoners and provide them with a comfortable and quiet area at a time of bereavement or 
other critical times in their lives. 
 
With the support of the Governors we also saw the development of a chaplaincy office suite within the 
building of the Progression Unit.  The chaplaincy office was located in the administration building which 
was removed from the prisoners accommodated in the Progression Unit.  The establishment of a 
chaplaincy office in the Progression Unit at the back of the church needed significant investment as it 
involved the installation of wiring for both computers and telephone.  The men who are in the 
Progression Unit can now for the first time visit the chaplain in the office and avail of one-to-one 
pastoral care and the all-important cup of tea or coffee.  The chaplaincy office in the Progression Unit 
now again for the first time has the capacity to offer video call and webcam viewing of funerals for 
bereaved prisoners. 
 
Religious practices 
 
Chaplaincy team supports people of all religions and none. The majority faith is Christianity. Catholic 
Mass is available every week alternating between the Main Jail and the Progression Unit.  We are 
fortunate to have the services of two priests who have been supporting us in the provision of both the 
Celebration of the Eucharist and on occasion and upon request the Sacrament of Reconciliation. There 
is also a prayer service in the Medical Unit.   On the request of the inmates, there was also a Mass for 
the Travelling Community, which was celebrated by the Chaplain of the Travelling Parish which is based 
in nearby Phibsborough.  There is a percentage of inmates who are Muslim, Hindu, agnostic and atheists. 
The support for the Muslim inmates is available from the Dublin Mosque. 
 
b. Particular events / Concerns and Chaplaincy Services 

 
Death in Custody 
 
During the course of 2022 sadly Mountjoy Male Prison had three deaths in custody. These deaths, as 
all deaths have a serious impact and a real sense of loss on a family and their wider social acquaintances.  
Moreover, any death in custody can have a similar impact to the men on the landings, our prison officer 
colleagues and our colleagues involved in services. A death in custody is felt by all as the chaplain 
negotiates his / her way around this sense of loss on the landings and reaches out to others affected. 
As with all bereaved within Mountjoy, chaplaincy offers support and provides a gentle presence to the 
bereaved man and to his wider family. 
 
Deaths in custody, although a rare event, do happen and do take up a significant amount of time for the 
chaplain. As per the IPS Death in Custody Protocol, chaplains have to be notified of the death within 
two hours – chaplains are always on – call for death in custody. Liaising with the Governor, it is either 
the Governor or the Chaplain that breaks the news to the family. This is done on a case-per-case basis 
and further clarification around certain issues has been raised nationally.  
 
This year alone saw the chaplain on duty needing extra supports at the time of a Death in Custody 
because that weekend alone there were four bereavements of family members and those men needed 
to be cared for. A second chaplain’s annual leave time had to be disrupted to support a colleague and 
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the men.  However, as chaplains we understand that this responding to ‘crisis’ as and when they occur 
is intrinsic to our role.   
 
Bereavement Support 
 
The preceding paragraphs highlight the paramount importance of a professional and pastoral approach 
to bereavement and loss. With the formation of our Bereavement Suite and with the continued use of 
webcams. This ultimately allows us to reach out more to the man who has just been informed that their 
parent, child, sibling, partner, or grandparent has just passed away.  The importance of section 39’s 
escorts for men to visit funeral homes is an essential element of their grieving process.  We are always 
grateful when a man is allowed an escort to visit his loved one and pay their last respects.  We 
understand that there are many factors that go into the decision-making process around section 39 
escorts.   However, we would ask that on the occasion of funerals, and end of life visits to hospitals or 
nursing homes that they are prioritized and granted.   
 
Number of PIMS Referrals / Number of prisoners attended to 
 
The number of referrals on PIMS in 2022 was 23. However, our referrals come in a variety of ways. The 
work of chaplaincy is that we respond to instances / referrals as they are presented to us. For example, 
a Class Officer calls to say that one man has received bad news, that a certain man might need support 
or that a certain man has requested a chaplain. Referrals are also acted on through a member of the 
other services calling into us or via the telephone. The men themselves call us and when we are actively 
on the landings, we also link in with some of the men. The response around bereavement is always 
immediate.  
 
It is then impossible to quantify the number of prisoners attended too and as highlighted earlier we had 
120 men who experienced a close family bereavement and this does not include friends or other family 
members. Our engagement with any man can be as long as a piece of string or a five or ten-minute 
conversation and with very broad referral methods. Along with this the remit of chaplains is that we 
reach out to certain cohorts without the need for a referral, namely, new committals, transfers and those 
who are in special cells. 
 
Mental Health 
 
With the number of men in our care who suffer with addictions, with a strain on services which are 
finite, and when staffing levels are low especially at the end of each quarter this limits and in some 
instances stops school, medical appointments, in reach, yard time, gym and work. Leaving aside the 
personal story of the man and the trauma that he may have experienced prior to prison – with such 
staffing pressures on services this can only have a detrimental effect on anyone from a mental health 
perspective. 
 
Couple then to being locked up 17 hours a day, only to come out of your cell and be told that there’s 
‘no school’ ‘no gym’ etc. I feel it’s only natural for your heart to sink and this leads to a real and further 
sense of boredom. When trying to navigate the politics on the landings, the possible family home 
dynamics, and trying to move forward with their sentence, the reduction of access to services, work, 
and school can lead to drug taking – and can sometimes culminate as critical incidents. The lack of 
resources combined with overcrowding can lead to frustrations spilling over into violent outbursts. 
 
Drug Treatment Programme (DTP) & Vulnerable Medical Unit 

Pre Covid -19 the Medical Unit ran Drug Treatment Programmes (DTP) for the men. Unfortunately 
these did not get up and running throughout 2022. Instead, with the numbers in the prison the majority 
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of the cells in the Medical Unit were used to simply house men, that is, other than those that are housed 
in the High Support Unit (HSU) and those in the Lower Support Unit (LSU). At times, there was mention 
that the DTP was to start “imminently” at other times there seemed to be no decision in whether it was 
to be a DTP or the Medical Unit was to be a Vulnerable Unit. Neither got going throughout 2022 but a 
version of both is badly needed.  
 
The Central Mental Hospital (CMH) in-reach team has a case load of approximately 60 individuals most 
of whom are housed within the Main Prison population. However, those that are most vulnerable access 
the HSU to stabilise and are then moved onto the LSU and then reintegrated into the Main Prison 
population, however for some it’s just a waiting game before they have to visit the HSU again. Within 
environmental factors of prison including conflict, peer pressure and the constant temptation to escape 
the overwhelming atmosphere of prison life by way of drug use, relapse and regress to the same old 
patterns is for many inevitable. The pressure is too great. The odds are stacked against them. There is a 
great need to focus efforts of where we house the most vulnerable in the system and the care and 
supports we offer. And the same too then for the men that are willing and open to recover from their 
addictive patterns of behaviour. There are those that want to return to life without drugs, addiction and 
crime who are willing and open to recovery.  
 
Psychiatric care can be an intense and terrifying period in a person’s life. The man’s family too may not 
recognise the person they are talking to on the phone. Or, the man may not have the capacity to call 
home. Chaplaincy would link in with their loved ones but very often the family would say that they have 
talked to the psychiatric team or the Governor or a Chief. It would be a significant milestone when the 
man calls home and the gradual dawning of rational conversation and understanding. Unfortunately, 
some men refuse treatment and the prison system struggles to cope. That is not to say great efforts are 
not taken to care for the man. There certainly are. But the man may need admittance to the Central 
Mental Hospital (CMH). This is where the system bottlenecks, and men, who are patients, suffer. But 
also, the impact on the staff is significant too watching a man deteriorate. 
 
Drug detox too is a very difficult process for the men on all levels, physical mental and spiritual. With 
the nature of addiction, often family relationships have broken down. But each aspect of the person 
may be restored over time. Recovery is an ongoing project for an individual. Specialist recovery care 
centres provide not just “treatment” but pre-treatment and Aftercare a post-treatment care plan. 
Spiritual 12 step programmes are successful for many for long-term sobriety and/or “clean time”.  
 
In both cases, treatment for people seeking recovery from substance abuse and mental health illness 
should, we feel, evolve to a longer continuum of care. A specialised landing or division that can house 
those who want constant recovery. On such a landing greater learnt behaviours of resilience and a 
culture emphasizing relapse prevention or abstinence should be nurtured and provided.  Longer periods 
of care with access into a range of services would be welcomed. An “After Care” approach within the 
prison seems to be a logical step from both HSU to LSU to After Care Landing and similarly, Drug 
Treatment Programme to After Care Landing. An ongoing treatment and recovery ethos to ease 
integration back into main population and release from prison. Whatever the strategy for the most 
vulnerable men in the system we feel that a more trauma-aware, treatment and recovery-orientated 
approach is desirable. The full weight of Care and Rehabilitation should move to a continuity of care to 
the most vulnerable men, those that have reached the “turning point” and are willing to change. 
 
Red Cross & Covid-19 Learning 

 

During the year IPS conducted a survey about the impact of the Covid-19 measures on the men with 

some of the men who would be volunteers with Red Cross. There was no doubt from all sides that some 

of the measures particularly at time of lockdowns had a huge impact on the men. The men too got to 
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hear about the complex conditions the frontline staff were working in.  Physical health, mental health, 

familial concerns were all highlighted as well as lessons learnt. The distance between theory and its 

application on the lives of the men and the frontline staff, one would hope narrow considerably. These 

men’s stories, their perspective of what life in the cell for extended periods of time felt like should add 

value to the understanding and discourse of emergency measures going forward.  

 
Types of sessions provided by Chaplaincy 
 
The chaplains meet the new committals every day, making sure that they are supported. The inmates in 
the close and secure supervision cells, and challenging behavior unit are visited everyday as well. 
 
The chaplains over the course of the year have provided individual pastoral support to the men in 
Mountjoy and their families, especially in the instances of a death in custody. We offer spiritual 
accompaniment; meditation and we support the men and their family in sustaining relationships. The 
chaplains because of their unique role and being an independent voice can often ease stress and 
tensions on the landings. The chaplains try to bring an ease of quiet and gentleness onto what can be 
very noisy and loud landings – holding on to this gentleness and holding the man caringly and listening 
can often keep future violent outbursts at bay. With the easing the Covid – 19 restrictions, the chaplains 
increased the time spent on the landings providing a ministry of presence. The importance of the simple 
‘hello’, a chat is a crucial part in building the rapport between the inmates and the chaplain. 
 
Family Links  
 
Chaplaincy often links with the inmate’s families. The family connections are very important. On a daily 
basis, chaplaincy is contacted by relatives who want to link with the inmates and inform them about 
significant family issues.  
 
 
 
Neutral Venue Visits 
 
For life sentence prisoners with whom the Parole Board has made neutral venue visits part of their 
sentence management, this is an extremely important progression in their sentence. When a man is 
granted a neutral venue visit, a lot of work has already been done. Chaplains secure the venue, date and 
time, the Governor recommends it, and then Head Quarters, Longford officially approve it.  An 
upcoming visit can create a lot of worry and apprehension for the life sentence prisoner and for his 
family. The man can be anxious regarding his date, meeting his family and in the hope and expectation 
that it will come about. Families too are nervous, they may have to travel a distance, catch public 
transport, and be in a good frame of mind – all the while hoping that they are on time and that they 
arrive! If either party does not arrive or arrives late there can be a real sense of anguish and desolation. 
Added to this if the family have travelled a considerable distance and there is a no show, due to lack of 
available resources on the Sunday morning – this can be catastrophic for both parties’ energy, morale 
and mental health. 
  
Neutral venue visits are fundamental to life sentence prisoners as it is in preparation for being released 
and to sustain long-term, loving relationships. 
 
There is a variety of venues available throughout the country, and the suitability of both venue and 
location is determined on a case-by-case basis, such as where the family are living and certain 
sensitivities regarding the location of the offence. 
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Nationally, the chaplaincy service experience frustrations in the organizing and planning of neutral 
venue visits and we are engaging with the IPS and Care and Rehabilitation to resolve some of these. 
  
Hospitalisations 
 
With over 750 men in custody in Mountjoy it is understandable that at any one time there will always 
be men in hospital overnight, inpatient clinics or routine appointments.  
 
The chaplaincy service feels that perhaps a Standard Operating Policy around the pastoral care of men 
whilst in hospital would provide a useful framework.  We understand that there are obvious security 
concerns around men being in the care of hospitals and we do not want to distract from that in any way.  
However, we do feel that the need of the prisoner to keep in touch with his family should be facilitated 
as much as possible.  We do note that contact and visits for families of men in hospital has been and 
continues to be in the main accommodated and we acknowledge this with appreciation. 
 
In 2022, the chaplains made over 20 visits to hospitals, providing support for the inmates there. 
 
Spiritual Companioning  

 
On a regular basis staff facilitated men being brought to the Chaplaincy Department for individual 
Spiritual Companioning. The men have been very appreciative of the time they could spend in this 
unique setting. There are an extraordinary variety of men and stories. The Chaplaincy Department as 
well as being considered a sacred space is a safe space for the men. Unlike other areas in the prison 
such as professional interview boxes the Chaplaincy Space has soft furnishings where men can come 
and share their vulnerability, their stresses and concerns but also their hopes and aspirations. 

 
Working with men on a case-by-case basis, Chaplains have introduced coping tools of grounding 
exercises and breathwork. Have helped nurture a goal-orientated mind-set. And if and when a man “falls 
off the horse” learning the resilience to dust oneself off and not to lose heart and stay the course. 

 
Not all prisoners have the luxury of coming to the Chaplaincy Department. There may be 
understandable security and operational concerns. For those men, there are common areas that can be 
used where we can be seen and not heard.  Spiritual Companioning can be a variety of types of sessions 
provided to the men including: 

 
 Bereavement support 
 Active listening 
 Recovery based approach 
 Learning stress management techniques such as mindfulness and breathwork 
 Prayer and Meditation 
 Worship  

 
Many men like to take away literature or a practice that they can be working on in the hours behind the 
cell door. 

 
Spiritual Desistance Programmes  

 
As part of the advocacy role of the chaplain there is an inherent responsibility for advocating for and 
co-developing, implementing and maintaining care strategies for the men in our care, in order to help 
motivate, educate, engage and contribute towards their care and rehabilitation. Research internationally 
shows that certain Faith Based Programmes & Spiritual Programmes can have a life-changing and lasting 
positive effects on the participants of the courses.  
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Identifying contemplative and spiritual practices as trauma treatment can improve the men’s chances 
of rehabilitation. Improving the men’s chances helps us all.  

 
This year for the first time in Ireland saw the running of The Sycamore Tree Program in Mountjoy. The 
Sycamore Tree is an awareness program where participants learn the principles of Restorative Justice. 
Using a surrogate approach the men listened attentively to the mother whose son had been murdered. 
This has had a significant impact on the men here who participated in the course. The ripple effects of 
her experience, strength, courage and hope have contributed to significant growth in empathy of the 
men who have completed the course. There are plans to run the course again in early 2023 and roll it 
out into other prisons too.  

 
2022 saw both the National Head Chaplain and the HR Governor support the training application for 
the undertaking the exploration of research into another proven Spiritual Desistance Program.4 5 6 
Vipassana meditation has an international proven track record within prison systems international and 
has been transformational to many participants who have done the course. For example, one maximum 
security prison in the United States ran the course approximately once a year over a ten-year period. 
After that, a whole division of the prison became a meditation Division needing less staff and a better 
quality of life for the inmates. The courses continued and rolled out into other prisons. 

 
Chaplaincy has requested that as part of the Drug Treatment Programme an awareness of the literature 
that suggests that Recovery Programmes have helped millions of people recover from various addictions 
and hopeless states of mind be readily available. Spiritual Recovery Programmes have made their 
contributions too for long-term sobriety and clean time. The narratives used and the meanings that are 
constructed have great significance in the rehabilitation process. The locus of control and shared 
meanings support a sense of hope and possibility, creativity, care, compassion, realism and resilience 
that is essential for long-term “clean time”. 
 
Mass, Prayer Service and Folk group 

 
With the releasing of Covid -19 restrictions Catholic Mass continued to be held in the Main Prison and 
the Progression Unit alternating each week. Additionally, 2022 saw the return to a prayer service on 
Sundays in the Medical Unit. Some of the men have participated in a folk group to provide music at the 
service and, according to them, it created a considerable positive impact on the men’s mental health. 
Most week’s chaplaincy could facilitate rehearsals and the group developed a catalogue of up to 35 
songs that would be rotated. 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
4 It is hurtful and inaccurate to include this sentence and indeed does not reflect the full picture of what happened around this retreat.  
The chaplaincy team did not have the chance to fully explore the feasibility of this retreat and its introduction to the men in Mountjoy.  
This issue and lack of communication within the team goes to the heart of our current difficulties, for which we are waiting the skills 
of an external mediator to assist us with. 
 
5 It is a true statement that the National Head Chaplain and the HR Governor supported the training application. The Chaplain working 

on that project was working on it for a year with team approval and had contacted the governor at the initiation stage. After all the 

work had been done to get it to a point where the Head Chaplain and Governor supported it fellow chaplains decided that project 

shouldn’t proceed by PMDS. However, the Chaplain doing the project was always willing to do the retreat on Annual Leave as is 

documented. 

6 There was never an opportunity to explore fully the feasibility of this retreat within Chaplaincy, Chiefs Office or with the Governors. 
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Training Unit  
 
This year saw the re-opening of the Training Unit which is operating under a new remit. Men of 
approximately fifty-five years and older are to be housed there.   There is a part-time locum chaplain 
based in the Training Unit but whilst there is a chaplaincy office it remains without a computer or a 
telephone, these are essential to the proper functioning of the chaplaincy service.  We acknowledge 
that the Governor of the Training Unit has requested both a computer and a telephone for the 
chaplaincy office and hope that these essential items are installed as soon as possible.  
 
Chaplain’s role as Independent and to Advocate   
 
Two major components that are intrinsic to prison chaplaincy is to advocate and be an independent 
voice.  
 
“Chaplains engage with prisoners in all parts of the prison and seek to build quality relationships with 
them based on trust, respect and confidentiality.” 

 
The advocacy role of a Chaplain is provided for in Part 15 of the Prison Rules 2007. Advocacy, while 
being a statutory duty it is also a core value of Prison Chaplaincy. Chaplain have to;  
 
(a) as he or she considers appropriate, bring to the attention of the Governor any matter relating to the well-
being of a prisoner or prisoners, or the provision of chaplaincy services  
(b) cooperate with the Governor, prison officers and other persons employed or engaged in the provision of 
services to prisoners and in the preparation and implementation of sentence management plans  
(c) develop and maintain links with appropriate community based groups or persons who visit prisoners for 
spiritual or pastoral purposes.  
(d) participate in and contribute to multi-disciplinary working in the prison for the effective delivery of 
services.  
 
And Rule 118 states:  
“A chaplain shall inform the Governor in writing if he or she is of the opinion that the spiritual, moral, mental, 
emotional or physical state of any prisoner is being significantly impaired by his or her continued 
imprisonment, and shall make and keep a record of the prisoner's name, the information given to the Governor 
under this Rule and the date on which he or she so informed the Governor”. 
 
The Annual Chaplain’s Reports is an important voice and avenue with which the chaplains can express 
their views on the pastoral care of prisoners within our prisons. Within the prison estate, there are 
approximately 3,500 staff, over 4,000 in custody and about 23 prison chaplains. The independence of 
the role of chaplain cannot be overemphasized, and it is of paramount importance that reports remain 
completely independent and published in a timely manner on the Irish Prison Service website. It is a 
matter for concern that the 2021 Annual Report was only published in April 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. 
 
The deadline for the submission of the reports for 2022 has been extended to the end of May 2023.  It 
is envisaged that the deadline for the 2023 report will return to March as stated above. 
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In a recent podcast The Director General, mentioned the appointment of a “Family Links Officer”.   
Whilst any new development and support of families of our prisoners is welcome, we in the chaplaincy 
would be concerned that this could be an erosion of the role of chaplain.  As liaising with families has 
been a traditional and important aspect of our role.7 
 
c. National 
 
Head Chaplain 
 
We would sincerely like to thank the Head Chaplain for all his support, advice and for facilitating and 
organising our National Chaplaincy Meetings and for liaising between chaplains locally on national 
issues. 
 
After two years of lockdown, it was great to be able to meet our chaplaincy colleagues in the Irish Prison 
Service College, Portlaoise.  In our report for 2021, we highlighted the need for the Head Chaplain to 
have more of a HR role, this remains our view in 2022.8 
 
Forsa Representation 
 
Forsa continue to represent the chaplains and they have formally raised the issue of the correct pay scales 

for prison chaplains with the Department of Justice having exhausted the avenues of discussion inside the Irish 
Prison Service.  
 
3. Issues which continue to be relevant from previous Annual Reports  
 
Staff shortages 
 
All the activities in the prison must be supervised by the prison officers. With the number of staff 
required for the escorts (courts, hospitals etc.), some of the prison activities are suffering. It sometimes 
affects the workshops, school, the clinics, the censor’s office. 
 
Overcrowding 
 
Since an easing of Covid – 19 restrictions, the court services are back open. That results with increase 
in sentencing. Most of the cells in Moutjoy are single cells. With the increase of the committals being 
housed in Mountjoy, there was a significant increase of inmates doubled in the cells. This creates 
inhumane conditions whereby 2 men share a single cell with 1 sleeping on a thin mattress on a concrete 
floor with his head directly underneath the toilet bowl. 
 
 

                                                           
7 The above paragraph does not represent the view of at least 50% of the chaplaincy team. Some chaplains want to develop best 

practices within our ministries and appreciate all the help we can get from the Director General and IPS. Our ministry as prison 

chaplains would therefore be more focused to the Spiritual needs of the men. We serve them and the staff as advocates.  This is not 

to undermine our relationship with the families, but we feel will in fact enhance our service. 

 
8 The above paragraph does not represent the view of all the chaplaincy team. Some chaplains hold the view that the Head chaplain 

position should be equal to all the other Heads of Services and not dealing with day to day HR issues of multiple locations. Some 

Chaplains believe the above paragraph is a regressive step and the IPS and Chaplaincy should look to other services to see how 

business is done. 
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Social Issues 
 
The main social issues the inmates are facing are the results of: 
 

- Homelessness 
Homelessness is not only the issue of the inmates who are coming to the prison but also to those who 
are leaving the prison. The emergency in finding the accommodation for many inmates, their families is 
a national emergency. 
 

- Addiction  
The raise in addiction issues is significant – the drugs, gambling, alcohol, and other addictions are the 
main issues of the crimes. The constant need for support – both inside and outside the prison is 
significant. 
 

- Mental Health Issues  
Sadly, there is a percentage of inmates with mental health issues that there are in the prison as they are 
on the waiting lists for the mental health facilities. Prison is not a place for them to be. 
 
The Need of the Penal Reform 
 
With the overcrowding in the prisons, there is a need for the reform of the penal system. The Review 
of Policy Options for Prison and Penal Reform 2022-2024 and associated action plan approved by 
Cabinet has been highlighted by the Irish Penal Reform Trust: (https://www.iprt.ie/iprt-in-the-
news/law-society-gazette-justice-plan-means-low-level-offenders-will-avoid-jail/ - accessed 20th 
January 2023)  
 
“The summary of the priority actions are as follows: 

1. To consider the incorporation of prison as a sanction of last resort in statute, in relation to people who do 
not pose a risk of serious harm, to reduce reoffending and overcrowding in prisons, 

2. To develop and expand the range of community based sanctions including alternatives to prison, 
3. Moving on the implementation plan for those with mental health and addiction with better primary care 

support on release, 
4. To ensure that all criminal justice policy decisions are pre-assessed to determine their impact across the 

criminal justice sector, 
5. To establish a penal policy consultative council, 
6. To introduce judicial discretion to set minimum tariffs for life sentences and examine the effectiveness of 

use of mandatory minimum sentences for certain crimes.” 
 
 
Reflection and Thanks  
 
Systems of Care & Rehabilitation  
 
There are many meetings that are solely about the management and the care of the men and particularly 
the most vulnerable men and how best as a team the prison system can manage the care of them within 
the resource and logistical constraints. Many men in the prison system are ill and need specialized types 
of care and understanding whether it be psychiatric, psychological, drug treatment, medical, special 
educational requirements etc. The mechanisms that offer treatment and help their progress while they 
are here, they have limited resources. Waiting lists for services can be considerable. With the numbers 
of men growing in the prison, the knock-on effect will be that waiting lists will grow and the 
opportunities to engage in services and work towards change will be less. Then, the Prison Service is 
essentially warehousing men. 

https://www.iprt.ie/iprt-in-the-news/law-society-gazette-justice-plan-means-low-level-offenders-will-avoid-jail/
https://www.iprt.ie/iprt-in-the-news/law-society-gazette-justice-plan-means-low-level-offenders-will-avoid-jail/
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If and when a man does engage with service it is all recorded. This is crucial part for a man’s time in 
prison if they want to progress. There are those of course who will not engage and those that cannot 
engage. They could be, for example, in active addiction or unwell mentally. For these vulnerable men 
significant, attention should be given to care plans both for the “patient” and for the staff who deal with 
these men. An example of this would be when the men has been stabilized in the High Support Unit 
(HSU) and stepped down onto the Lower Support Unit (LSU) and then returned to a Main Prison landing. 
The man may not have the capacity to stick to a behaviour plan for an extended time. There would be 
environmental factors on a landing too. In addition, the human resource complexities of having specially 
trained and informed staff on both sides of the staffing rotation to be sensitive of a particular man’s 
medical condition can be hard to manage, particularly at times around annual leave, the end of the 
working quarter when staff who are unfamiliar with certain men are in place. There is a significant 
attempt to offer good care. Assistant Chief Officers (ACO’s), Class Officers and medics have shown first 
class care, at times we have been moved by their example. But often, with numbers on landings, the 
culture on the landings the man may become lost in the crowd.   
 
Talking to senior staff there has been a gradual paradigm shift into the care of the men over the course 

of their working life. It seems we are going in the right direction but the Prison Service needs further 

resources to help equip the men with insight, the capacity to self-care, to care for their landing, learnt 

behaviours of resilience and nurturing their capacity too, for example join the workforce. Society 

benefits from this. With ongoing developmental programmes and education fostering insight so the 

men know, on the one hand, their triggers, their gravitational pull towards, drug use, crime etc. and on 

the other hand developing goals that make life worthwhile for themselves, their loved ones and society. 

We all have a stake in this. 

  

Putting it into perspective means that we have to acknowledge that men in the prison system are going 

to return to our neighbourhoods, to our streets. Surely, we want prison to have worked. For this to be 

achieved we may need to introduce a therapeutic environment with a recovery ethos option. That will 

not be for everybody. Indeed, the existing Incentivized Regime proves this. Some men strive to engage 

and achieve the Enhanced Level while others do not. One way or another in prison life men are going 

to be occupied. Broadly speaking, it comes down to engagement with services and getting some 

employment and moving to Enhanced Level or alternatively being occupied in the culture of the landing 

and staying at Standard level or moving backward to Basic Level. A broad generalization, however, the 

long days and nights and the best of intentions can succumb to peer pressure or just the desire to escape 

the boredom and old patterns of behaviour. We must find ways to constructively occupy the men. 

Cultivating an operational mindset of activity and personal development is desired over inactivity that 

leads to peer pressure and defaulting to problematic behaviour. But this would need more staff, more 

opportunities for jobs, more schooling etc. 

 

We are not offering a utopian vision for the men it’s a realistic vision for the Prison Service and our 

society. We do not wish to exaggerate or play down the complex topics, the legal, social processes of a 

man ending up in prison. What we can do is say “this is what we have” and with a few adjustments we 

may be able to offer alternative path to those who want it. The men here will be at some point be let 

out of prison. We can do better. We must do better. Even in the depths of the darkness life is emerging, 

sometimes quickly sometimes slowly we should nurture for the fullness of human potential. We hope 

to highlight the possibility of realistic opportunities and invite achievable standards that can, we feel, be 

implemented relatively quickly. It is not really a widening of scope rather a focusing on where can we 

do better, how we can do better and the willingness to carry that out from the top down and from the 

bottom up simultaneously.  
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As we “fight the good fight” we acknowledge our colleagues who do the same in their fields Governors, 

Chiefs, ACOs, Class Officers, Officers, medics, psychologists, teachers, In-reach service, Probation, 

addiction counsellors all connecting via the men in a complex system of what we feel is essentially an 

enterprise of hope. We all hope, we are sure, that we have made a difference. That we have contributed 

towards safer communities, towards transformation, and for this we are very grateful. 

 

There are those services too that have had a remarkable impact on the men in our care and they are 

mostly made up of volunteers that offer care. They are SVP, Samaritans, The Sycamore Tree, Alcoholics 

Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous. Exchange House, Care After Prison, Red Cross, New Directions 

supporting families If ever there was an ecosystem of hope you will find it here in the nexus of their 

intentions. We deeply appreciate and acknowledge each of you. 

 

The Christian tradition is a lot about transformation. Chaplains working with men on the ground know 

that change, growth, and recovery is possible. In this light, religious organisations have offered support 

by way of publications, Divine Mercy, Gideon Bibles, Imam Dublin Mosque. Our two visiting priests 

offering Masses and prayer services have touched lives deeply. On behalf of all the souls in Mountjoy 

we are deeply grateful. 

 

We confirm we have complied with the Data Protection Acts 1988-2018 and the General Data 
Protection Regulation when drafting this report. 
 

Yours sincerely,  
 
The Chaplaincy Team of Mountjoy Male Prison 
Date:   09/05/2023 
 
 

 

        
 

 


