CHAPLAIN'S REPORT 2020

In accordance with rule 119 (1) of the Irish Prison Rules 2007,
we hereby submit our report for the year 2020

MOUNTJOY CHAPLAINCY SERVICE
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Introduction

Mountjoy Prison has a long and rich history and Chaplaincy has functioned within its walls from
its inception. We are proud and delighted as the Chaplaincy Service to be part of its rich history
and intend that our presence will contribute to a positive legacy upholding our shared aims.
We join with the Irish Prison Service in its stated mission to provide “safe and secure custody,
dignity of care and rehabilitation to prisoners for safer communities.” Using a multidisciplinary
approach we are committed to our mutual vision of “A safer community through excellence in
a prison service built on respect for human dignity” achieved through the core values of team
work, integrity and potential.

As a team we recognise the dignity inherent in each prisoner and work to support them
particularly in their times of crisis and grief, easing their frustrations and in turn, easing the
frustrations of the prison community as a whole. We take a holistic approach to responding to
the needs of prisoners, offering a diverse service of spiritual care and pastoral accompaniment
to those of all faiths and none.

Chaplaincy in Mountjoy began 2020 with 3 permanent full-time chaplains on duty and one half-
time locum. During the autumn and towards the end of the year, two long-standing members
who gave eleven and fifteen years of service respectively, for which we are deeply grateful,
moved on from Mountjoy.

Their departures brought a new full-time chaplain on board for a period of three months,
followed by a half-time permanent chaplain. Mountjoy chaplaincy normally offers service
provision seven days a week, and with approximately 700 men in our care here across three
units, three permanent full-time chaplains and one half time locum chaplain is in no way an
adequate resource to meet the needs of such a challenging environment. In October a further
half-time chaplaincy position was allocated to Mountjoy, but was not filled.

2020 brought global challenges with the onset of Covid-19 and these challenges were also
reflected in the prison setting, both operationally and personally for management, staff,
service providers and most of all, the men in our care. Chaplaincy was stripped to its essence
and pushed to find creative ways to offer supports in this environment.



Annual Review

It is with profound gratitude that we acknowledge the extensive work carried out in Mountjoy
to keep us all safe during the pandemic of 2020 and ongoing. The commitment to sanitary
working and living conditions, as well as maintaining safe practices around mask-wearing and
space sharing, has been second to none. The very small numbers of illness among prisoners
and staff are a testimony to the intensive efforts of all.

In 2020 the emergence of the Covid-19 virus profoundly shaped our service provision and has
had an extraordinary impact. Despite the challenges, it provided an opportunity to adapt to
continue to deliver care to those in custody.

a) Challenges

Family Bereavement

Opportunities for care and rehabilitation of men were missed on many occasions this year. The
loss of a loved one can be a dramatic and often catastrophic event in a person’s life. How
people are cared for, shown respect, care and compassion in these times can have positive
long-term results. The opposite is also the case. It is vital that men who have a family loss while
they are in this prison are given the opportunity to view their loved one’s funeral and
participate as much as possible in the process in a compassionate, dignified manner. The men
need dedicated grieving spaces. The fragmented uncertainty of what and how to care for the
men at these times cannot be acceptable.

Lack of Access to Showers for New Committals

Regarding those men that are new committals and have to quarantine, we find it unacceptable
for adults to be unable to shower for up to two weeks. The men who were in isolation due to
showing COVID symptoms or who were close contacts, had no access to the exercise yard. We
understand that this was based on infection control measures, but feel that a solution for this
ought to be sought as a matter of urgency, as has been done in other committals prisons.

Family Video Visit Failures

The regular failures surrounding family visits by video, whether by human error or technical,
has had an enormously negative effect on some prisoners and a devastating effect on their
children. As chaplains it has been a source of difficulty and frustration getting regular video
visits booked, even in the cases of Tusla-mandated child access and close bereavements, both
of which we consider to be crucial not just to the mental and emotional health of prisoners,
but to the mental and emotional health of their families too, who are guilty of no crimes.

Even when visits are successfully arranged, there has been a high failure rate, in particular at
the beginning. The reasons for the failures are never quite clear to the men. The impact of this



has resulted in some men giving up on video visits altogether as they cannot cope with the
disappointment.

A significant amount of work goes into the arrangements of such visits, liaising with families,
social workers and foster carers, and it seems that standing arrangements, despite
agreements, must be renewed and re-pursued each week.

We would like to propose a solution to this problem: namely that the chaplaincy team might
be trained in the use of the booking software and granted access to book visits under two
tightly specific conditions:

1. To facilitate Tusla-mandated access for men with their children;
2. To facilitate family visits in the case of close bereavements.

Although this cannot solve problems caused by the ancient building in which we work etc., it
can go some way to relieving the pressure on both staff making bookings and chaplains liaising
with external parties for the welfare of Mountjoy prisoners.

Prisoners in Hospital

The Chaplaincy Service from time to time receives anxious complaints from distressed families
whose loved ones are in hospital. We wish to improve the existing mechanisms by which we
are informed that they have been transferred out, so that we may, Covid-restrictions pending,
visit them and offer pastoral support in what can be a time of difficulty or crisis.

Secondly, we would request that a policy could be put in place that ensures the welfare of
prisoners in hospital in relation to the following:

J Provision of fresh clothing;
. Regular family contact;
. Access to the tuck shop.

It seems that a prisoner’s level of care in relation to the issues above is contingent on the
attending officers’ willingness to assist. We suggest that instead a standardised procedure
could be put in place that ensures the automatic meeting of these needs.

Prisoner to Prisoner Intimidation

The chaplaincy service, from discussions with prisoners and with staff, is aware of ongoing
issues with the intimidation of more vulnerable prisoners on certain landings. A prisoner’s life
is made significantly less bearable when these kinds of dynamics are given space to flourish,
resulting in self-imposed isolation out of fear, with a negative knock-on effect on mental health.
We hope in 2021 to find productive ways to address this.



Limited Movements

Chaplains can generally move freely throughout the prison. Due to the potential spread of
Covid-19, movements were strictly limited this year and it was often necessary to wait until
men were behind their doors to talk with them. This is understandable, but has proven very
restrictive for communication and assessing the wellbeing of a man.

Chaplaincy Staffing

At times during 2020, Chaplaincy staffing was at an all-time low, due to annual leave, sick days,
contract tracing and no overlapping between staff departures and new staff. This has meant
we have operated at a skeleton staff level at many times throughout the year. Mountjoy
Chaplaincy ought to be recognised as a site in need of additional chaplaincy resources. We are
grateful for the new half-time allocation granted in October and would welcome a further half-
time allocation to reduce our ratio from approximately

175 prisoners : 1 chaplain
To a more manageable

155: 1.

Communication

With the threat of Covid-19 there was a tendency amongst the men in our care to speculate
when no clear regular channels of communication were opened. This raised fear and anxiety
levels and we would suggest key information is regularly given to the men to prevent escalation
of anxiety and existential crisis. The Red Cross newsletter was a help in this regard, and we
suggest the need for improved communications to help the men, their families, and therefore
the staff too.

Mental Health Concerns

How people with mental health concerns are cared for is a serious issue to be further explored.
Prison is not an environment in which to adequately help men to heal. Some men need to be
hospitalised and this is an issue of broader national concern. Prison staff do an excellent job,
but some men need to be cared for in a more appropriate setting.

Religious and Spiritual Services

a) Religious services were stopped in March. This has had a significant impact on the men
for whom these services are particularly meaningful. At the points in the year when restrictions
allowed, masses were facilitated initially by our ordained colleague, and after his departure, by
two local priests. With some exceptions, the services were live-streamed into the men’s cells,
including services on Christmas day. This involved ironing out some technical glitches which we
believe are now resolved for when restrictions are lifted. We are also looking forward to
welcoming back these two priests for their regular support with weekly worship, when
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permitted. It is also our hope to facilitate ecumenical and multi-denominational worship
services, as well as Friday prayers, in 2021.

b) Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous meetings were stopped with no offer
of online meetings or phone support. Therefore untreated addiction issues arose leaving open
the possibility of relapse.

Multi-Disciplinary Meetings

Due to staffing shortages in 2020 attendance at multi-disciplinary meetings was sporadic for
the chaplaincy service. We look forward to regular and full attendance, Covid-19 restrictions
pending, in 2021.

Review Meetings

The advocacy role of a Chaplain on behalf of prisoners is provided for under Part 15 of the
Prison Rules 2007. Advocacy, while being a statutory duty, is also a core value of Prison
Chaplaincy. Chaplains advocate for the dignity of every human being, and in particular that of
prisoners, both inside and outside of the prison. Chaplains stand as advocates for prisoners
where appropriate in review meetings and we aim to fulfil this role more fully once more in
2021.

b) Opportunities

Family Bereavement and Webcams

With the onset of Covid-19 most churches around the country have had webcams installed.
This allows a man in prison to participate in the service in a unique and special way that can
help his own grief, and that of his family too.

Family Video Visits

Technical issues aside, when video visits do work they have an enormously positive impact on
the men and their families, particularly at compassionate times. Many families have called the
chaplaincy to thank all the staff that are involved in arranging these.

Staff collaboration

Our job runs so much more smoothly with staff collaboration. This year being a year like no
other allowed chaplaincy and staff to operate in a mutually-respected, positive way. The
commitment of the staff to their work has been very humbling and we are extremely grateful
to and for them.



Tele-Chaplaincy

While in-person chaplaincy services were continually offered to the men of Mountjoy,
particularly in relation to bereavements, chaplaincy was additionally delivered via telephone
this year. Men who wished to were able to contact a chaplain through the new National
Telechaplaincy Service and this has proven to be of great benefit, contributing to the reduction
of suicidal ideation and behaviour.

Shopping
Shopping for the men has stopped. With online ordering, the tuck shop is the appropriate place
to carry this out which allows chaplains to do what is essential to their work.

Phone Calls

During a few weeks over Christmas/New Year, the residents were given an extra phone calls.
This was a great boost to the men and an acknowledgement of the part they have played in
tackling the impact of Covid-19. However additional handsets were not installed, necessitating
long queues on landings to use the phones. This also impacted the Telechaplaincy service as
access to a phone was not always a simple matter. The addition of some extra handsets on
each landing would be most welcome.

Highlights of Chaplaincy

a) General

We were very pleased with the news received that approval has been granted for a new half
time permanent post here in Mountjoy. This will bring our staffing to four full-time posts. This
is one small step towards a resourced chaplaincy department, but still falls short of a robustly
resourced department.

Due to Covid-19 restrictions, several planned initiatives for the year were cut short or non-
starters. However one to one bereavement support, one to one spiritual direction and a Lenten
book club are three examples of successful initiatives undertaken in 2020.

b) Prayers and Services of Remembrance
Chaplains led prayers of remembrance on the occasion of deaths of relatives and people
connected with prisoners and prison staff on multiple occasions, during the year.

C) Multi-Disciplinary Collaboration
We have enjoyed a good working relationship with our colleagues in the various services and
we see this as key to being able to guide and support the men in our care.



National Chaplaincy Update

a) Head Chaplain

We were delighted with the appointment of a Head Chaplain this year. Chaplaincy nationally
had been rudderless for years with the failure to appoint a Head of Department. We welcome
our new Head of Service and are grateful to him for his ongoing support and guidance in 2020
and look forward to the future under his leadership.

b) National Meetings

Throughout the year, we met with other national chaplains digitally and great progress has
been made in direction and focus to the chaplaincy service in relation to strategic planning,
supervision and oversight, and continuing professional development.

c) FORSA

Most Chaplains found that it was vital to be represented so we joined FORSA Union. Our union
representatives as well as our Forsa representative have begun to engage with IPS on our
behalf. Discussions around serious issues of working expectations and conditions, contracts,
benchmarking etc. are in progress and we look forward to updates on advancements made.

d) Departures

As well as our colleagues leaving Mountjoy we have lost a number of chaplaincy colleagues
nationally through retirement, and we wish them well. At the same time we welcome those
who have joined the chaplaincy team and look forward to the ongoing journey together.

Conclusion

We would like to thank the Governors, Chiefs, ACOs and all staff here in Mountjoy for their
support and commitment to the men in our prison, as well as to us. We could not perform our
duties without you. We are also grateful for the strenuous efforts made to keep us safe during
the Covid-19 pandemic.

We thank the Mountjoy admin staff and clerical officers for their tireless dedication to
supporting us with all manner of queries and concerns throughout the year. We are grateful
for your unfailing courtesy and efficiency.

Education in all its forms is important for the men here whether that is in the school, the
workshops, kitchen, cleaning etc. This provides opportunities for the men to be occupied bodily
and mentally and fosters positive learnings. We are grateful for the valuable contribution you
all make to the care and rehabilitation of the men and particularly for the special supports
provided during the pandemic period.



We acknowledge the contribution made by our colleagues in the various services working here.
We thank them for all for their service and dedication during the year.

This year presented significant challenges and opportunities. We hope to move forward
establishing new best practices in our service provision, with the help of management. Our
door is always open...

Mountjoy Chaplains

December 31st, 2020
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APPENDIX 1

Mountjoy 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.
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