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Director General  

Governor 

I am pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for Mountjoy Male Prison 2021 

This is required under Prison Rules 2007.   119. (1)      Each chaplain shall, not later than the 

31st day of March, or such later date as may be specified by the Minister, in each year, prepare 

and submit to the Director General and to the Governor, a report on matters relevant to the 

provision of chaplaincy services in the prison during the year immediately preceding the year in 

which the report is to be submitted. 

 

Section 1  

General Commentary  

The whole backdrop of a man in prison is a crime that has been committed and a sentence that 

has been handed down. The men have been judged. The morning after their arrival in prison 

Chaplains meet the men face to face, non-judgmentally, and open to hear and listen to their story.  

It is from this committal stage of their imprisonment that an encounter happens that can prepare a 

positive path for their journey ahead. At this stage also we get permission to let the man’s family 

know that he is safe and help guide them through the first days, weeks of their sentence.  The 

families inform and fill out their unique story too in various ways but mostly with love and care.  

Over time Chaplains continue to build rapport, gain trust and slowly accompany the man to face 

their sentence with a positive approach.  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.   The chaplaincy service within the multi-disciplinary team is recognised 

as important in the appropriate care and rehabilitation of the men and therefore living the 

Mission Statement of the IPS and in service to the victims of crime, society and the greater good.  

The greater good for many of the men here is one of a particular Faith Tradition. At the time of 

writing this report we have 707 men in custody, of which 1 man is Agnostic, 5 are Atheists and 

16 claim No-Religion. 

 

Chaplains have met these men at various times. Including, at committal stage, at times of a 

family bereavement, at times when needing support or, if appropriate, to advocate for them at a 
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management meeting, a voice for the voiceless. Religious affiliation is not a barrier to Spiritual 

Care and advocacy. 

 

Mountjoy prison has approximately 707 inmates, with the full time equivalent of 4 chaplains.  A 

prisoner to chaplain ratio of 1:177 

We began 2021 with 1 permanent full-time chaplain. 1 permanent half-time chaplain and 1 half 

time locum chaplain. On the 8th of February we welcomed the appointment of two full time 

chaplains. We were delighted to have two new colleagues and a more resourced service. 

However, with the nature of the work, and the ongoing pandemic many times throughout the 

year we operated on 50%, and on many days there has been just one chaplain on duty for the 

whole male campus. Mountjoy chaplaincy service endeavours to provide a service seven days a 

week, 365 days a year. In line with our Statute, and IPS Protocol responsibilities there is a 

chaplain on call each night in case of a death in custody.  However, it must be noted that this on 

call service that the chaplains offer is currently as a goodwill gesture and not remunerated or 

acknowledged by IPS Headquarters, this and other matters are currently the focus of negotiations 

between IPS and our union Forsa.   
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Section 2  

Provision of Chaplaincy Services 

Chaplains work in an empathetic way with men, we offer a ministry of presence to each and 

every person including the staff.  We enter compassionately into the stories of the men here and 

very often their families. Advocacy is an essential part of the role of a Chaplain and it can take 

many forms, from talking up for a man at a meeting that he is not present at, to connecting him to 

his family or, if invited by a judge to write a Report for the Court.   

Highlights of Chaplaincy 

a. Local   

 

Management and other key Meetings 

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;  

 (d)        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 

 (e)        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 

 (f)         develop and maintain links with appropriate community based groups or   

  persons who visit prisoners for spiritual or pastoral purposes. 

 (g)      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”. 
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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.   

We see our attendance at these meetings as extremely important as we are the eyes and ears for 

the men we serve. 

 

Tele Chaplaincy and Technology 

 

We have been very grateful for the introduction of Tele-chaplaincy especially during periods of 

lockdown.  This service has allowed an invaluable connection to be maintained between 

prisoners and their local chaplain when they have been required to isolate and quarantine due to 

Covid-19.  It has had many benefits, however, one negative has been that it has not been possible 

to date to restrict the service to within an individual prison.  For example prisoners can ring 

Mountjoy who are based in other prisons, this is frustrating for both prisoner and chaplain as 

little can be done for them outside of their actual site.  On-going discussions are being held with 

our Head Chaplain and IT Support to find a solution to this issue. 

 

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 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.   

 

We are very grateful that local management have supported our request for a fully developed 

bereavements suite in the main jail, the Progression Unit and the Medical Unit.  Work on these 

three sites has begun and we are hopeful we be completed early in 2022. 

 

b. Particular events/ Concerns and Chaplaincy Services 

Religious & Spiritual Services 

At various times, throughout the year religious services were stopped, and it must be said, with 

good reason. However, our experience is that there was a failure to accommodate the chaplaincy 

service with the necessary instruments to deliver site specific care via the TV channels that had 

been requested numerous times.  Yo-yoing in and out of lockdown still at the close of 2021 when 

men are locked up in cells no bigger than an average box room for 24 hours a day for two weeks 

is unthinkable. Surely, whatever could and would help their coping and mental and spiritual 
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health at these times should be initiated with the same urgency as tele chaplaincy when it was 

brought in in 2020? The data from the Care and Rehabilitation Directorate shows how successful 

tele chaplaincy has been. The qualitative experience too has been articulated by many chaplains 

nationally as a mostly positive experience. 

 

Bereavement support 

Ciaran’s story (names are changed to protect identity) 

 Every morning the chaplaincy phone rings like any department. The many calls are 

 prioritised into a system of urgency. News of bereavements and hospitalisations take 

 precedence. One particular morning this year there was two calls, one from a nurse 

 manager and the second from a clinical social worker from one of Dublin’s major 

 hospitals. A thirty-something year old woman was in end-of-life care and her death 

 was anticipated either that day or the next. The nurse manager and the social worker 

 believed that the woman’s next of kin was in Mountjoy and at that stage they had no 

 other details for the woman’s family. 

 Due to GDPR chaplains are very cautious during telephone conversations and can 

 neither admit nor deny if a man is in custody. We take the information from callers, 

 explain to them how we have to operate and then if the man is here we go talk to him 

 ask for his permission to talk on his behalf. The man was here and because of the  nature 

 of the calls I spoke with the chief on duty to have him brought to the Chaplaincy  Office 

 where he could speak directly to the doctors.  

 As Ciaran was brought into the office he was naturally confused and worried. I sat him 

 down and re-introduced myself to him. I explained the situation about the calls in from 

 the hospital. He was in disbelief. I then called the hospital staff who had arranged for 

 the doctor looking after his partner to be available to take the call. As the doctor spoke 

 to Ciaran he answered in agreement that he understood what he was being told until 

 he could not take it anymore. Ciaran broke down. He handed me the phone. He had 

 just been catapulted into a world of existential pain. I had the phone receiver in my left 

 hand and my right arm on Ciaran. Ciaran looked up and through the pain said 

 “Chaplain Chaplain we’re alcoholic’s we can’t stop…” I continued to sit with Ciaran 

and  listened to part of his life story with his partner. They had been together since they 

 were teenagers. He had a sentence of one month. He was in the prison only a few days.  

 I walked Ciaran through what the next steps were and how we would help him. We 

 attempted a video call so that he could see and talk to his partner, just to say goodbye. 
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 The call failed.  We  advocated for his release. By the time Ciaran left the prison later 

 that day his life partner had already died.  

2021 saw 104 men in Mountjoy lose a family member, (Parent, Child, Sibling, Partner, and 

Grandparents), by their imprisonment, and with Covid restrictions they could not participate in 

the collective grieving process with their families. The loss of a loved one can be a dramatic and 

often a catastrophic event in a person’s life, over one hundred stories of profound grief this year 

alone. Life encroaches upon on us at particular times, bereavements is one of these times. 

Handled with dignity, care and compassion bereavement can also act as a “break-through” 

moment to a person turning their life around. 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. 

Therefore, the chaplaincy team believes it is vital for the dignity of care and rehabilitation of 

men who have had a family loss while they are in this prison that they are given the opportunity 

to view their loved ones funeral and participate as much as possible in the process in a 

compassionate dignified manner. We request that this essential need in the care and rehabilitation 

of the men in our care is met urgently how a meaningful experience can be provided for them 

that will have many positive outcomes.  

 

Section 39’s and Compassionate Bail 

This year has seen sentenced men who have had a bereavement repeatedly been refused Section 

39’s. Normally on the grounds of Covid numbers in the community. The bereaved men have 

often told Chaplaincy that they would be willing to do the two weeks quarantining when they got 

back, if they could just see their loved ones. On the other hand, men who are on remand who 

have had a bereavement can apply and some have been given Compassionate Bail by the courts. 

To a man who is bereaved this seems like a contradiction and unjust. It takes chaplaincy a lot of 

time with the man to prevent escalation from these feelings and begin the bereavement process. 

 

Bereavement IT 

On occasion this year we could not show a funeral due to IT security. It can take IT several days 

to grant access to a website for some funerals. Even when an Internet Filter Exception Form has 

been completed by a Governor. If we had a dedicated space and IP address for showing funerals 

of family members this process could be streamlined.   We would also call for a ‘general’ 

approval be granted for Church webcams so if the internet filter excludes a certain church 

website that IT would be pre-authorised to grant the chaplains access immediately. 



 

 
 

8 | P a g e  
 

Bereavement Business Case 

In normal non-Covid times when men have had a family loss they can apply for a Section 39 and 

seek an escort to visit the funeral home where their loved one is. There would be significant 

manpower needed for this including organising security, logistics and escort detail. Section 39s 

were done on compassionate grounds and help towards the rehabilitation of the men, they are 

part of the ethos of the IPS to show Dignity of Care. As little or no funeral home visits have 

taken place in almost two years surely there is a business case to make as well as a 

compassionate one too for the men to have a suitable facility to view the funeral of their loved 

ones. 

 

Mental Health  

Many men in Mountjoy have mental health issues. Addiction of course is the leading complex 

health concern often encompassing bio-psycho-social and spiritual levels of experience.  

Chaplains advocate for the men at various levels and continue to advocate for those men to be 

seen as unwell and needing to get well. The conditions in prison do not suit the ill. Whether those 

with chronic drug sickness or other illnesses. One mentally sick man, for an example, has been 

waiting on a list for over a year to the Central Mental Hospital. The officers who work with the 

man are demoralised, and have said to a Chaplain “Its not right.. its not right.. he needs to be in 

a hospital…” The man's mother has received calls from the medical team, the Governor and 

chaplaincy to help explain the situation. This mother, and many other mothers, fathers and 

family members are doing a sentence too.  A full spectrum of mental health issues can be found 

in Mountjoy. The sick are managed as best as possible here by a whole host of services, Central 

Mental Hospital In-reach, Addiction In-reach, Psychologists, School, the medics and nursing 

staff, the officers too have a key pastoral role themselves.  

 

Mental Health and Lockdowns 

Chaplains are seriously concerned for the mental health of many of the prisoners from the impact 

of the Covid lockdowns. Many prisoners have called the Tele Chaplaincy service expressing 

deep frustration and distress. Their loved ones too phone in expressing horror and frustration. 

The Chaplaincy service have brought this reality to the attention of the prison management.  We 

accept the reality of Covid and have suggested positive measures put in place to improve morale 

and mental health, such as an outside shower, information updates via the Prison TV Channel, a 

timeline for the men to comprehend what is going on for them, and a timeline of care. Such as, 
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when tests are to be expected, when results are due back, when small pods can get to the yard 

and have a shower, additional shop orders plus care packs provided free of charge etc. We have 

to acknowledge too the Trojan work done by the frontline staff and also the management too 

containing the spread of the virus. Chaplains, betwixt and between, person-centred and liaising 

with management have a fair comprehension of the complexity of dynamics and the systems 

thinking at play. Twenty four hours a day is a long time to be locked up in a cell, never mind to 

have twenty four hours consecutively for weeks. We simply suggest a more nuanced approach to 

the man in the cell at these times.  After two years of living and trying to comprehend Covid, we 

feel that the NICT and ERPT should have come up with a better approach to an outbreak in 

prison than simply “lock it down”.  The expanded regime of small prisoner pods, antigen testing 

and vaccination and other factors should now be implemented to prevent whole divisions going 

into lockdown as soon as a single positive case is detected. 

Mental Health, Lockdown and Underline Conditions 

Deliberate Self Harm is a real concern in prison. Some men carry out extreme acts of harm on 

themselves. We are very concerned the effects of yo-yoing in and out of lockdowns can have on 

men in general but particularly those with underlined mental health conditions that could trigger 

deliberate self-harm instances, suicidal ideation and suicidal attempts. We just do not know who 

sits on the threshold of underlined mental health conditions. What we do know is that addiction 

is rampant in Mountjoy. We also know that there are many men who have engaged with services 

such as psychiatry, psychology, addiction and ourselves. We also know, this year alone there has 

been 104 men with close family bereavements. We have also liaised between some men and 

outside agencies such as homelessness services and Tusla, essentially it paints a picture of a very 

vulnerable cohort of men and therefore a greater prisoner-centred-experience needs to be 

considered for lockdown protocols.   Again we call on NICT and ERPT to adapt their guidance 

for local prison management to ensure a more humane approach is taken when a positive case is 

detected. 

 

Mental Health & Showers 

The Chaplaincy service have highlighted the ongoing concern regarding the lack of showers for 

quarantining, isolating and lockdown prisoners. We explained the level of frustration fielded on 

this topic from prisoners and their families. The Chaplaincy service suggested the construction of 

an outside shower so that a man could get a shower if not every day, every couple of days. We 

were told by our then chaplaincy liaison Deputy Governor “no”, and he went on to says “all 

possible measures were being looked at to resolve this matter on an ongoing basis on a national 
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level”.   He also made the point that local management could not make their own rules regarding 

Covid-19 measures that it was entirely up to the NICT and ERPT.  At the end of 2021 men still 

have no access to showers during quarantining, isolation and lockdown. As well as basic hygiene 

this has a large effect on mental health. 

Advocacy  

Chaplains build rapport and relationships with the men in custody. We attend management 

meetings and we advocate for the men if it is appropriate to do so. Normally, it is our day to day 

contact with the men and the little changes that occur locally and person-specific that helps life 

within the prison and a man's engagement with staff and the services. The impact of a chaplain 

can often prevent escalation and avoid someone getting hurt, including officers. The men in care 

also like to be engaged and occupied. If they are not occupied in healthy ways they will find 

other ways to be occupied. We feel it is essential for men to engage in services from the first day 

of their committal. Indeed when we meet them at the committal stage we may ask about their 

employment history and recommend them for a job. This often gives meaning, hope and purpose 

to men and indeed their families too. Similarly, we encourage the men to engage as much as 

possible with education, no matter what level of school they finished at there is something for 

them. Many of the men we meet too have addiction issues and again we would encourage them 

to engage in the services. When those who want to “get clean” with help from Spiritual Programs 

we can offer literature and Spiritual Accompaniment while they try to make meaning on this 

path. Indeed using their time in prison as training school or a therapeutic place to recover 

generally seems to be the consensus among many of the men. There are those too who are not 

quite ready yet for whatever reason, but we still try to build rapport whilst encouraging and 

supporting them. In light of these principles, we welcomed sitting down with the returning 

Governor during the year and to put forward a vision for the men. We acknowledge his personal 

invitation for chaplains back at management meetings in line with our Statutory Obligations, to 

help in some small way contribute to bringing about a Mountjoy Prison fit for the twenty-first 

century. 

Number of PIMS referrals 

The chaplaincy service receive regular referrals via PIMS from our colleagues in the multi-

disciplinary team and we respond to all of these in a timely and person centred manner.  We 

don’t have qualitative data for these referrals but it is something we can collate for next years 

report.  

 

We also make several referrals when appropriate to our colleagues in the multi-disciplinary team. 
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Number of prisoners attended to 

 

It is impossible to say how many prisoners each chaplain attends to as mentioned we have 

supported 104 men with immediate family bereavements.  The chaplaincy service is not a service 

that can easily translate into numbers seen, rather we attend to the specific need or crisis as it 

arises for the individual.  We ‘hold’ if you like the person for as long as necessary through their 

crisis, be it a family member in hospital, a death or a change in their family circumstances or 

sentence length. 

 

 

Types of sessions provided by Chaplaincy 

 

The chaplains have provided individual pastoral support for bereavement, spiritual 

accompaniment, meditation, addiction support as well as significant and on-going support for 

mental health as outlined in the section on mental health. 

 

 

Performance indicators reflecting Chaplaincy output 

 

The Chaplaincy service is person centered and relies totally on being a confidential and 

independent voice for the prisoner.  Chaplaincy is about being ‘present’ at critical ‘moments’ in a 

person’s life.  Whether this be to console or to celebrate, it is therefore hard albeit not impossible 

to quantify it’s ‘output’. 

 

Hearing the stories of men and staff who have experienced the chaplaincy service throughout the 

year is an important indicator of ‘output’.  We have told some of the men’s ‘stories’ in this report 

whilst ensuring their privacy is maintained. 

 

Listening and being present to the men on the landings when they have heard bad news, or are 

simply having a bad day.  Lessening their frustrations and anger by hearing what they are saying, 

being open and honest with them, promising that whatever small word of support that can be 

offered will be offered at key meetings that determine their sentence progression or not.   

 

Often taking the red heat of anger and holding them in a caring and empathic manner reduces the 

tension on the landing and keeps potential for violent outbursts at bay.   

 

ACO’s have often said to us after we have spoken to prisoners on landings, “I don’t know what 

you said but it has worked, he’s much easier to deal with now”. 
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Pastoral Supervision and Ethical Practice 

 

Ensuring safe and ethical practice of chaplains is also key in maintaining good standards of 

chaplaincy.  It is often hard for management to understand and to assess the ‘performance levels’ 

of chaplains as the work is often done behind closed doors, in private and is of course 

confidential.  However, one way that management can ensure that their chaplains are 

maintaining healthy boundaries and practicing with the highest of ethical standards is by 

monitoring how many sessions they are having with their Pastoral Supervisor.   

 

Regular, ideally monthly sessions with a qualified and experienced pastoral supervisor is 

essential for anyone working in chaplaincy.  In these confidential sessions the chaplain is 

encouraged to tell the story of their work, and in the telling explore how it is affecting them, how 

perhaps the engagement with a particular individual mirrors their own experience.  It ensures the 

chaplain maintains distance between their own life story and those to whom they are ministering. 

 

At present Care and Rehabilitation Directorate have only budgeted for 6 Pastoral Supervision 

sessions, this is not sufficient and indeed many chaplains are paying for the extra sessions out of 

their own purse.  It is essential that these vital supervisory sessions are increased to 12, one per 

month with a provision for extra if a pastoral crisis is encountered such as a death in custody. 

 

Chaplaincy ‘presence’  

 

There is no doubt among the Chaplains in Mountjoy that despite some of the issues that have 

been named we take great satisfaction in our role with the men here. As mentioned many of the 

men are ill with addiction or mental health issues. Many come from socioeconomic backgrounds 

where they had little guidance or support to make ‘good choices’.   

Never to justify crime but endeavouring to understand and bring awareness to the situation can 

be a slow process even if the prison environment would cater for it. Do we want a recidivism rate 

of 1 in 2? Or, can we do better? 

Many men have said to us “when I get out I want to go into treatment...” Can we not encourage 

treatment and recovery more in Mountjoy? Surely it’s possible on certain divisions to have a 

therapeutic wing with zero tolerance for drug use and related behavioural issues such as HM 

Prison Grendon: 

 “Grendon is one of just two specialist prisons in England and Wales that 

function as democratic therapeutic communities (see Glossary of terms). All 

prisoners undertake accredited therapy to understand and address their 

offending behaviour and live in a collaborative setting with their peers and 
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staff. Prisoners are given a say in the day-to-day running of the establishment 

to equip them with greater insight into their own behaviour and instil a greater 

sense of responsibility for others.”  

(https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-

content/uploads/sites/4/2021/04/Grendon-SV-web-2021.pdf) 

Incontestably, the common good for a prison is the rehabilitation of the prisoner. Returning a 

man back into society who has served his time in prison, unaware, untrained and homeless is a 

recipe for disaster. Having a prison to address the man’s needs not just physically but with 

appropriate therapeutic interventions and certification training so that they could more easily 

integrate into society when they get out is crucial. In Mountjoy we have kitchen staff, industrial 

cleaning, grounds keepers to name but a few services that could be certified into career 

pathways. Similarly, workshops could be used as apprenticeship programs. Construction worker 

shortages it seems will be in Ireland for some time, perhaps the prison system could make a 

meaningful contribution towards a skilled workforce?  Further professional educational pathways 

could open up for those interested too, for example, the Listener Program, or Red Cross could 

begin a career path too in counselling or social work. 

Professor Angela Davies in her book Are Prisons Obsolete?  Says “prisons do not disappear 

problems, they disappear human beings." No matter how full the prison system becomes crime 

still happens on the outside. As Davies suggests, until we address the multifaceted needs, 

including socio-economic needs in the community, until we address addiction, until we address 

housing, education and employment and certain laws changed, prisons will be mostly a place to 

house the poor and the mentally sick who have committed crimes.  The men and women in our 

prisons are a sum of the parts of the collective. Until we all as a collective community turn and 

address our societal issues, our shared backdrop, we will continue to prop up a system that is not 

fit for purpose.   

 

Chaplaincy Overview, Role and Responsibilities 

Part of the Statute Responsibilities of a Chaplain is to meet men who have been committed or 

transferred to the prison. We introduce ourselves to the man. Normally do an assessment, see 

how he is doing, his family connections and, if in any way we can help him make meaning and 

begin the journey of acceptance and hopefully rehabilitation. We are normally introduced to his 

story. He might be traumatised, in shock and disbelief, lost. In a gentle, empathetic way we offer 

him some type of reassurance. We listen to him talk about his family. We get permission to 

notify his family that he is safe. We talk him through various next steps, and tell him we’ll be 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2021/04/Grendon-SV-web-2021.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2021/04/Grendon-SV-web-2021.pdf
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back to visit. In the meantime we contact his family members and listen to them and their 

concerns. They too are often shocked and traumatised. 

As the day and days go on we also handle calls of loved ones coming into the prison, deaths and 

hospitalisations take precedence. We have to verify all the details of these significant calls with 

hospitals, morgues, care homes, Garda or whatever the circumstance requires before we break 

any news to a man.  

Visibility on the landings for the chaplains is a key component of our duties, touching in with the 

men. Getting a feel for the place. Sadly, with covid our impact on the landings has had to reduce 

dramatically, but in some ways Tele chaplaincy has helped significantly. Building relationships 

and trust with the men.  

 

 

 

c. National     

Head Chaplain 

Throughout the year the Head Chaplain has facilitated our national chaplaincy meetings and 

liaise between chaplains locally to national issues. In September the Head Chaplain visited 

Mountjoy.  We would like to see the role of the Head Chaplain include a HR function and a more 

‘involved’ liaison link with chaplains individually and also in their respective teams.  We are 

thankful to the Head Chaplain for the work he does and his unfailing capacity to be available for 

chaplains when requested.  There were several online meetings for chaplains to gather nationally, 

these were very helpful opportunities to gather as a group and share ideas as well as develop the 

work of chaplains nationally.  It is hoped that a face to face gathering of the group will happen 

after Covid-19 Restrictions are lifted. 

 

Forsa Representation 

In 2020 about 85% of Chaplains found it necessary to join the trade union Forsa. Our union 

representatives have continued throughout 2021 to represent our issues with IPS on our behalf. 

Serious issues of equality and fairness, working expectations and conditions, contracts, 

benchmarking have progressed this year with legal advice also being sought by Forsa on our 

behalf.  Significant engagement has also begun by Forsa and the Department of Pay and Public 

Reform on historic sanctions that were sought and given. 
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Chaplain Consultation on Prison Rules 

Indeed having Forsa representation helped Chaplains involvement when a review of the prison 

rules was taking place.  

 

Chaplaincy Review 

Being organised and having Forsa representation has allowed for chaplaincy have an input on the 

Terms of Reference for the upcoming Chaplaincy Review 
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Section 3 

Covid – 19 

 

At the outset of this section on how the prison dealt with Covid it is important to note that all 

decisions and guidelines on how to deal with each and every outbreak of Covid within Mountjoy 

and every other prison was managed by the National Infection Control Team (NICT) and the 

Emergency Response Planning Team (ERPT).  The NICT and ERPT were basically the 

equivalent of NIPHET for the Prison Service.  It is also important to note that the management of 

Mountjoy had no decision making powers when it came to implementing the guidelines and 

procedures for a Covid-19 Outbreak among the prison population. 

 

Vaccinations Staff  

Chaplaincy in Mountjoy feel great admiration for staff here all throughout this pandemic. 

Throughout lockdowns in society, staff made it into work to carry out their duties. To our minds, 

there is no doubt they are part of the heroic frontline staff. We believed that staff should have 

been vaccinated earlier. Indeed, even when we did advocate for them to be considered for early 

vaccination many of them even then in pure altruistic form said “if there are those who need it 

more than me, give it to them..” .    

 

Vaccinations Prisoners 

We also have to acknowledge the men in our care. There are men that have been in Mountjoy for 

decades. Sadly, Mountjoy is their home, as the men themselves have described. But even for the 

men on shorter sentences this is their home too. Mountjoy is a residential setting and therefore 

we felt it necessary to advocate for the right for vaccinations to be rolled out faster in line with 

other residential settings. 
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Testing Protocol 

The testing of everyone on a division in the prison where a positive case is discovered is very 

welcome. However, outside pressures on testing in the community can adversely affect the 

timeline for testing within the prison.  In November when a positive case was found among the 

prisoner population two whole divisions were locked down in accordance with the NICT and 

ERPT guidelines on controlling an outbreak.  However, the men had to wait 6 days before testing 

began, this meant that men who were not positive still endured the strict lockdown protocol 

needlessly.  

Christmas Eve 

Having already endured several outbreak lockdowns, throughout the year, the men on C Division 

were enjoying their return to a normal regime.  However, this was to be short lived, the discovery 

of two positive cases on Christmas Eve morning led to the lock down of the entire Division once 

again.  This decision was entirely in line with the strict guidelines that as previously mentioned 

in this report are laid down by NICT and ERPT.  This latest lockdown was too much for the men 

to bear, given their previous experiences of being locked down they fully expected to be in 

isolation for the next 14 days, all through Christmas and into the New Year.  The men went 

berserk, banging on their cell doors, smashing the eye glass and throwing excrement and other 

materials out onto the landing.  It is something that the chaplains would never wish to witness 

again and was particularly disastrous for the men wanting to simply wish their children a happy 

Christmas and to hear the excited voices waiting for Santa.  Up to 90 men made their frustrations 

known for several hours on Christmas Eve.   

At the Outbreak Management Meeting decisions taken by local management seemed to be 

criticised.   However, up to that point it was always clear that local management did not have any 

room to discern the guidance set out by the National Infection Control Team and the Emergency 

Response Planning Team.  Thankfully, and notwithstanding the protest the division was returned 

to a limited regime on Christmas morning with only the positive cases and their close contacts 

remaining in lock down isolation.  However, 5 men who were deemed the ring leaders were 

shipped off to other prisons on Christmas Eve and missed the opportunity to speak with their 

family at this important time of the year.   

It is important to note that in the chaplain’s view, the situation was handled with care and 

compassion by the Campus Governor, Chiefs on duty, officers and indeed local management.  

There were no injuries sustained by either prisoners or staff and all the men were offered meals 

at the meal times. 
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In consultation with the Campus Governor, chaplains remained on in the prison to the evening 

and once it was deemed safe for us to go onto the landings we went door to door to check in on 

how the men were.  This was a very useful exercise and we could identify the men who, with 

tears in their eyes, needed to ring home and speak with their children.  We also reassured family 

members, who were worried having not received their expected phone call.   

We feel strongly that an updated response to an outbreak by the NICT and ERPT would have 

prevented this escalation of frustration on Christmas Eve.  We would now call, urgently that they 

provide the prisons with a more humane response to a positive case in the future. 

 

Communication 

The Red Cross and Prison Management must be praised for their regular leaflet drops into cells 

updating the men on various topics throughout the year.  These leaflets were colourful and partly 

illustrated so as to assist men with limited literacy.  However, the use of the in cell TV channel 

with lockdown specific information and timelines of testing and results could have lessened the 

anxiety and fear experienced by some of the men.  

 

Visits 

The Chaplaincy encourages regular family contact for the men. When visits did open up they 

were through screens and with masks on.   We of course understand the environment we are 

living in. Every effort should be made to keep family ties open and strong. 
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Section 4  

Issues which continue to be relevant from previous Annual Reports 

Post 

The men and their families have highlighted their frustration and the long delays regarding post. 

We explained this to the Deputy Governor at our meeting in June. He explained that “significant 

changes have been made to address this: the ACO in charge of visits has now been put in 

charge of the Censor’s office, officers on light duties are now assigned to the Censor’s office 

on a daily basis, with two officers assigned at the weekends to deal with backlogs”. He went 

onto say that “daily reports regarding same are issued to the governors and as a result, the service 

delivery in this area has improved greatly”. Chaplaincy have requested these reports because 

both the families and men still have frustrations. At the close of the year, men and their families 

still contact chaplaincy to air their frustrations. 

The chaplains have learned that the censors post was among the first to be cut if there was a 

shortage of staff on the day.  This is an intolerable situation particularly for the men who are 

non-nationals.  These men living in a different country are reliant on letters from home to keep 

important family links alive.  One experience directly from a prisoner is that he received a letter 

and Christmas cards dated 5th December which he received on the 11th February that is 11 weeks 

which is absolutely unacceptable.   

It is important to note that local management are entirely dependent on the staffing numbers on 

any given day and the amount of ‘overtime hours’ available to draw down.  The budgets for 

overtime hours are set by Headquarters in Longford.  Often it seems local managements hands 

are tied with little by way of solutions or support from budget holders.  The fault for long 

standing issues around the post therefore does not solely lie with local management.   

 

Phone Calls 

The men all start with a ‘Standard’ regime with 7 calls per week, 1 per day.  According then to 

their behaviour they can be dropped to a ‘Basic’ regime, with only 3 calls per week, 1 per day.  If 

their behaviour is good they are promoted to an ‘Enhanced’ regime with 14 calls per week, 2 per 

day. 
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Compassionate calls can be added, however, the IT system only allows for 2 extra calls per week 

and often chaplains are asked to investigate to see if these compassionate grounds are true.  This 

can take a considerable amount of time.   

We feel extra phone calls should be given to all men and each cell should have a phone handset. 

This would enable in cell time to be used positively with men being able to connect with families 

in private rather than on a noisy landing.  It would also reduce the ‘black market’ for illegal 

mobiles which can lead to considerable debt and prisoner on prisoner attacks.  

 

Bereavement Space 

The chaplaincy team wants to work with prison management in the best possible way. Mountjoy 

Chaplaincy has repeatedly requested a dedicated chaplaincy space where we can offer our 

specialised work, indeed this has been formally recorded in the Annual Chaplains Report from 

2020. The chaplaincy office is used for showing funerals of loved ones. In a tiny space, two work 

stations, phones and computers are not able to be used during these times. Social distancing is 

not possible, with no adequate air flow. Essentially, due to Covid-19 restrictions, the length of 

time that funerals takes, the Circle Office is not fit for this purpose. The Chaplaincy service gave 

an example to the Governor of another case of needing to explain to a man the shocking details 

of the suicide of his sister, and the difficulties that ensued around viewing the funeral. These 

were matters that required privacy and great sensitivity.   Another time a man who lost his 

mother had to watch the webcam in a kitchen where he worked because there was no other more 

appropriate place available. We asked for the Governor's assistance in securing a more suitable 

space for the care of bereaved prisoners. 

 

Due to the support specifically of our Campus Governor O Neill, we are hopeful that three site 

specific pastoral care and bereavement suites will be fully operational for 2022.  This will give 

our service the required pastorally dedicated spaces to welcome men and facilitate their grief 

processes in an appropriate manner.   
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Shopping & Online Shopping 

A number of times this year Chaplaincy have continued to be asked to do some shopping for 

some men. We accept that this is a legacy issue. But we do not have the staffing capacity, time or 

the facility for this. We recommend an alternative solution is sought. We have suggested locally 

that with Online Shopping the Tuck Shop would be the logical place for occasional orders. 

Perhaps, on the Tuck Shop Order Form if there was a “Special Orders” box that could be used by 

the men with a set cost plus the price of the item it may work. Whatever the solution we feel 

something that isn’t just ad hoc needs to be put in place. 

 

Chaplaincy Staffing  

The Chaplaincy Service is expected to have cover for 365 days of the year in the prison. The 

prison is a residential community and as such is a place of work 24/7/365. Generally we have a 7 

day cover for the 365 days and are expected by local management to be on call for out of hours 

(however, this is still disputed by HR).  For example if there is a death in custody or some other 

critical emergency the chiefs office hold our personal mobile numbers and ring one of the 

chaplains. Our busiest times are normally 9-5:30 Monday to Friday when the prison is in full 

swing. However, such as life, tragedy and trauma can happen anytime, therefore chaplains need 

to be and are available. This is one of the unique differential aspects of the Chaplaincy Service 

within the prison context. We are an agile service that is available when a crisis or emergency 

comes up. Chaplains are not uniformed and have a great deal of trust among the men, often 

acting as mediators and companions within the prison system. 

Due to the nature of the work, the hours of cover, often during 2021, Chaplaincy staffing was at 

a critical low level. Essentially, four full time staffing hours covering the whole male campus 

(i.e. essentially three prisons), seven days a week, on site and on call and considering holiday 

leave and sick days we have operated at a level that doesn't provide the level of service we would 

wish for. 

 

Quarterly Rosters  

At the end of every quarter there is a distinct and noticeable lack of staff. When this happens 

workshops stop, gym stops, schools stop, visits to the yard are reduce or stop and often men are 

locked up more often than they should be.  This is frustrating to the men. It is demoralising too 

for many of the staff.  It is a repeatable pattern and therefore it should be a preventable pattern. 

Men get bored, relapse on drugs, self-harm and get involved in anything to escape the long 
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torturous days, nights, weeks. Often for some of the men they lose the will to get involved in 

activities because it can and will be stopped when they most need it.  

‘Posts’ such as the censors post are cut because overtime hours are restricted due to budgetary 

restraints set by Headquarters in Longford.  Local management are aware of the frustrations at 

local level but can do little about it if they are not given the necessary ‘hours’ by the Budget 

holders in Headquarters. 

We also understand that there are a large number of vacancies in structured regime Work 

Training Officer (WTO) grade posts.  These vacancies have a net negative impact on securing a 

structured regime for prisoners. 
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Section 5  

Conclusion and Thanks 

Within the often white-water-flow of prison life it is the genuine human connection that keeps us 

afloat. That connection can come from anywhere, a prisoner, a family member on the phone, an 

officer, a teacher. To those we’ve connected with this past year Thank You. Whether you know 

it or not, you’ve helped keep us afloat.  

In light of this, we would like to extend a special thanks to our Campus Governor O Neill, who 

has been a gentleman and unwavering source of support to Chaplaincy. To the Deputy and 

Assistant Governors, Chiefs, ACOs and all staff here in Mountjoy for their support to Chaplaincy 

and their commitment to the men in our prison a genuine and sincere word of thanks.  

To the Mountjoy admin staff, clerical officers we are extremely grateful for your ongoing help 

and support.  

Raising awareness in the men is an ongoing project. Education is so important for the men here 

whether that is in the school, the workshops, kitchen, cleaning etc. It instils self-worth, 

empowerment and helps towards meaning and purpose towards brighter horizons. Therefore to 

all who have played a part in this Thank You! 

To the outside charitable agencies that have supplied chaplaincy with funds and materials for the 

men, and also various publications who have provided Bibles and other Religious material.   

Thank You. 

To our two Diocesan priests who have assisted us, with the celebration of the Eucharist on 

Sundays here in Mountjoy.  Thank You. 

To the Imam who has supplied men with Koran’s, pray mats and prayer beads.  Thank You. 

To the various Homeless Shelters for their helpful assistance with hostel beds and support for 

those who have no place to go on release.   Also the community support groups for their on-

going support to the men.   Thank You. 

We have indeed a privileged ministry as prison chaplains and it is with immense pleasure that we 

serve the large and diverse community that is Mountjoy Male Prison. 

Yours sincerely 

The Chaplaincy Team of Mountjoy Male Prison 


