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| am pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for Portlaoise Prison for 2022.

Portlaoise Prison Annual Chaplaincy Report
January 2022 — December 2022

Introduction:

I currently serve as permanent Chaplain here in Portlaoise Prison on a
temporary cover arrangement, an arrangement which 1 still hope to develop
into a full time permanent post in the future. | began my cover here in April
of 2019. | serve as a single Chaplain in a High Security Prison that caters on a
daily basis for in excess of 200 male prisoners. | work in the prison five days
per week and on the days | am off duty; | make myself available for
emergency call in through my personal mobile phone, which effectively gives
twenty four hour Chaplaincy cover when and if it is required.

1|Page



Title Annual Year - 2022
report
- - Seirbhis Phriostin
Chaplain Joe O’Rourke na hEireann
Institution Portlaoise Prison Irish Prison Service

Highlights this year 2022:

1. Return to regular weekly celebration of Mass.

2. Return to regular Wednesday Evening Gathering, which also, due to

our Freedom In Christ Programme is now extended to Friday evenings.
Continued support by Governors, Chiefs, and all staff to accommodate
the facilitation and allowing of web-cam access to men over the many
funerals we dealt with this last year.

Union Membership:

As Chaplain, | found that it was necessary last year, to join a union and
found the FORSA Union to be a good option. Our Forsa representatives
have begun to engage with IPS on the Chaplains behalf. Although
discussions around serious issues of working expectations and
conditions, contracts, benchmarking, pay parity etc. have been very
slow to progress at the time of writing this report, it remains a highlight

because discussions are now scheduled to take place on an official basis.
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What has inhibited the provision of Chaplaincy over the last
year 2022.

1. Workshops constantly closed. Due to low staff numbers in the prison

over the last year, the incidences of closed workshops has become more
frequent. As, in the Chaplains opinion, Portlaoise does not have enough
workshops to begin with, the ongoing closure of the ones we do have can
only be having a detrimental effect on the mental health and wellbeing
of the men in our care. NOTE* the above paragraph was written in last
year’s report, 2021, in the hope that the situation might improve over
the 2022 period. Sadly, this was not the case, and the continual closure
of workshops continues to have a negative impact on the mental health

and well-being of the men in our care.

Staff morale within the prison has been very low for the whole of this
last year again and at the time of writing this report, this seems to be
continuing. As Chaplain to all at Portlaoise Prison, | am finding the
ongoing disharmony, which seems to be a result of low staff morale at
this time, difficult to deal with. NOTE™* The above paragraph was also
included in last year’s report in an effort to highlight the ongoing
disharmony throughout the entire prison here in Portlaoise, sadly again,
as in a previous paragraph nothing has changed and morale continues

to be at a low ebb. Again, this is having the knock on effect of impacting
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on the mental health and wellbeing of not just the men in our care but
also on the entire staff most of whom I also engage with on a regular
basis. It is possible however that this item may not have been acted
upon because at the time of writing and submitting the report for the
2022 period, the annual Chaplains report for the 2021 period has still
not yet been published.

Enhancing Chaplaincy provision in Portlaoise.

1.

I am a great believer in having all of the prison in reach services
centered in close proximity to one another. In Portlaoise, for example,
we have our services based on a couple of different landings. | have
raised the issue of possibly moving all the services to the same landing
and possibly, as we move into, yet, another year this situation could be
looked at. This move | feel would only enhance the services we provide,
as we would be in constant daily physical contact with one another,
sharing information and resources. Win Win.

The ability to facilitate web-cam funeral services at times of family
bereavements would be greatly enhanced here at Portlaoise prison if we

had a dedicated room where we could allow the men in our care to come
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and spend a short while to view the service as it happens live and is
transmitted from their home Parish.

Currently we can only facilitate this process on the C Wing in the
Chaplain’s office and then only if the Chaplain is on duty within the
prison. A dedicated room and a policy for such eventualities would
allow this process to be facilitated at any time and in surroundings that
are more suitable. With this in mind, a submission for funding through
the P.1.D.F. scheme is currently being prepared and if successful this
initiative will definitely enhance the provision of the Chaplaincy services

here at Portlaoise Prison.

Chaplaincy expectations for next year 2023:

Recommendations:

Workshops, workshops, and more workshops.

5|Page




Title Annual Year - 2022
report
- - Seirbhis Phriostin
Chaplain Joe O’Rourke na hEireann
Institution Portlaoise Prison Irsh Prison Service
1. Our print shop has been closed for most of 2022 and is currently closed

at the time of writing this report.

Our horticulture shop has been closed for long periods during 2022, and
Is currently closed at the time of writing this report.

Our Fabric Shop has been closed for long periods during 2022.

Our Frame Shop is far too small and inadequately staffed and like the

above workshops is regularly closed.

(All of these workshops are, in the Chaplain’s opinion, inadequately staffed because
at the first sign of a staff shortage anywhere in the prison the first things to go are
the few productive workshops we actually have.)

We have no carpentry workshop for the main prison.

We have no metal workshop for the main prison.

We have no general building trades workshop in the prison, a workshop
where such skills as block work, plastering, tiling to name a few could
be taught or improved upon in accordance with any updates in the
current building regulations. With the many current housing
retrofitting schemes running in the country there would be huge
opportunities for the men in our care to train in such skills, which
aligned with a current safe pass ticket, would give a man an immediate

opportunity for full time employment on release from prison.

As Chaplain in my previous reports, I have made some

recommendations for A Block in particular, and | would like to
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reiterate same again: The A Block is a tough environment in which to
spend any length of time and the lack of opportunities for engagement
in stimulating activity wears heavy on those who do so. | am told there
Is no easy answer to this problem given the security restrictions on the A
Block, however | feel some consideration could be given to the proposals
as set out below. I make this point especially in light of the fact that the
A Block is currently being used as a more permanent home for men
serving long sentences. | am not sure if the A Block was originally built
with the intention of long-term occupancy in mind, hence the lack of

facilities, but I stand to be corrected on this point.

Decrease the number of screened visits and increase the number of open
family visits thus incentivising positive behaviour. | would love to see a
friendlier family room environment created on the A Block, where
during family visits parents could chat and children could play. This
was discussed at an A Block meeting earlier this year but as yet no
action has been taken.

10.There is a well-stocked gym which has been recently renovated for

general use in the A Block and this gym is instrumental in alleviating
some of the boredom and frustration on the unit. Some landings on the
A Block also have their own items of gym equipment such as treadmills,
bikes and punch bags etc. Unfortunately, not all of these landings are so
well equipped. Some landings have absolutely nothing to break the
boredom and monotony of a day. It was hoped that following a
scheduled audit of the facilities on A Block in 2022 that these
opportunities would be available to all landings on the unit in the near
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future. This was discussed at an A Block meeting earlier this year but
again, as yet, no action has been taken.

11.There is a huge rough green area surrounding the A Block and with
little or no financial cost, this area could be put to good use as a
recreational garden area for the men on A Block. There would be a
huge rehabilitative value to be gained for the men from getting involved
in a simple outdoor garden project. Even to look out onto this area
when it would be cultivated with either flowers or vegetables or both
would have a huge rehabilitative value for both prisoners and Staff
alike. However having highlighted this issue in past reports there has
been little progress on the issue. All hope is not lost yet though, because
on a positive note, we cut the grass surrounding the A Block this year.

Note* There are great opportunities for skills to be both learned and taught at
our prison workshops. The workshop is also a haven away from the boredom
of the prison landing and a real opportunity to use the time on a prison
sentence to good advantage. The added bonus of the prison workshop is
providing the opportunity to connect with the outside world through
donations of items to the various charities in our local communities. We were
again fortunate enough this past year to avail of such an opportunity by
supplying a piece of artwork to our local Parish where it has been used to
raise funds for a hugely deserving local charity. This gesture was warmly

welcomed with open arms and duly acknowledged.
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In conclusion, it has been another tough year here in Portlaoise Prison for the
men in our care, especially in the face of the problems presented by staff
shortages and in particular the situation as highlighted in the above report
concerning the lack of workshops and the constant closure of same. We have
been blessed however, through the dedication of the staff on the ground, who
are sometimes forgotten to be “Frontline Workers” and who seldom get
mentioned in the daily national news bulletins. We have also been blessed with
the co-operation of the men in our care during another tough year. In
particular, it is worth mentioning again those who work in the kitchen, the
Staff mess and those who work constantly on all the cleaning details
throughout the prison, to get all of us safely through what has been another

very challenging year for the entire community here at Portlaoise Prison.

Chaplain, Portlaoise Prison

January 2022 to December 2022
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