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I am pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for Portlaoise Prison 2023

Introduction:

I currently serve as permanent Chaplain here in Portlaoise Prison on a temporary cover
arrangement, an arrangement that I 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 220 male prisoners. This large
ratio of prisoners to Chaplains 1:220 is not sufficient to both tend to the daily needs of the
men in our care and to keep up with the paperwork and the many meetings necessary to
attend and lends itself to mainly firefighting on the landings daily. I work in the prison five
days per week and on the days | am off duty; I 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.

As Chaplain working in a high security prison, I have found the year 2023 to be a very
mixed bag of highs and lows. We have had a complete change of our team of Governors
here at Portlaoise over the last few months and the new team have settled in quickly.
Already the change in mood referred to in previous Chaplaincy Annual Reports has
certainly improved and | would very much refer to this a high this year.

On the low side of things and due to the growing high number of people currently in the
prison system, we have found ourselves in the unenviable position of having to double up
on a lot of our single cell accommodation. This involved taking out single beds and
installing double bunks in many of our cells. While on the face of it, this does not sound too
bad a situation compared to some other prisons where three people are sharing a cell
designed for only two, on the ground however, moving from a single cell to a double cell
adds a lot more stress to an already stressful situation.
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1.

I am a great believer in having all of the prison in reach services centered in close
proximity to one another within each prison. 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 again. This move | feel would only
enhance the services we provide, as we would be in constant daily physical contact
with one another, sharing both information and resources. Win Win.

Under our new management structure our services meetings have greatly improved.
As Chaplain I am now included in a weekly morning meeting to discuss and report
on day to day events and also to keep up with how each of the other departments are
doing.

We have also reintroduced our life sentence prisoner review meetings. These are
proving to be very encouraging for the in-reach services and more especially to the
men in our care.

Our weekly pre-release meetings are ongoing and are proving to be a great
opportunity for the sharing of information and in so doing are a great asset to the
in-reach services in keeping in touch with the daily happenings on the landings.

2|Page




Title Annual Year - 2023
report
- . - Seirbhis Phriosuin
Chaplain Portlaoise Prison na hEireann
Institution Portlaoise Prison Irish Prison Service

Highlights of Chaplaincy

We have had our proposal for funding approved for the Family Communications Suite
(formerly) referred to, as a Bereavement Suite, and we are full steam ahead on the
project. We have identified a location and should have the room up and running very
soon. The advantages of this are many fold. Having a dedicated space allows us to create
a friendlier atmosphere in which we can offer support in the event of a bereavement or
whenever a family crisis occurs. Previously we would have only had the Chaplain’s
office to use for this purpose and when the Chaplain is off site at the time of a funeral
web-cam service, a vital opportunity may be lost and unfortunately sometimes has been
lost.

The Chief’s Office here at Portlaoise prison must take full credit for the above initiative,
as it was a Chief who first supported the idea and pushed for its completion. This gave
me huge encouragement in my job as Chaplain, as it highlighted once again the
importance of such measures in the lives of the men in our care at times of sadness and
grief.

Deaths in Custody:

We have had no deaths in custody in 2023.

Bereavement Supports:

We have had numerous family bereavements and in particular, during the months of
September, October and November we seemed to have funeral after funeral. One of the
most important and rewarding areas of Chaplaincy is in liaising with families around
funerals and other family tragedies.

Number of PIMS referrals:

Working as a single Chaplain in a busy Prison with ever-increasing numbers, | struggle to
keep up with PIMS Referrals on the system. On a daily basis, | would interact with a
huge amount of men on our landings. Often on my return to the office, | would spend the
time available to me dealing with families on the phone.

However, while not only focusing on the above problem, I also offer a solution to help
alleviate the work load here at Portlaoise Prison and to allow for more time in a working
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day to attend to the “office work™ or the “clerical” side of things as well as the busy
landings.

The working ratio of men in our care to Chaplains, here at Portlaoise currently stands at
over 220 to 1; this is also a fact in most of our prisons. I feel the introduction of a second
Chaplaincy post for Portlaoise would be in everybody’s interest.

Types of sessions provided by Chaplaincy:

1.

Throughout the year, | would engage in many Spiritual activities with the men in our
care apart from our weekly Mass Service each Sunday evening. These activities
include a daily prayer service at 3pm when | am on duty. This prayer hour has
become increasingly popular with men of all faiths and those of no particular stated
faith. It is not exactly Bible Study but the Bible forms a very large part of the daily
discussion where each man is provided with an opportunity to voice his opinion on
whatever topic falls for discussion. This is then followed up with either a Rosary or a
Divine Mercy Chaplet and we finish with Eucharist.

Once a month we have an adoration hour with a lady who gives of her time to play
music and lead the men in prayer. This same lady also visits now and then providing
non-Christian music sessions, which are always well attended. In September of this
year, she and a couple of her companions treated us all to an evening of Bluegrass
Country Music.

We continue each week with our Freedom in Christ sessions. Two Christian men join
us most Friday evenings for discussions around Faith in the context of a Prison
environment. For these Friday evening sessions, we would have about twenty men in
regular attendance.

We were treated to a spectacular display of “pottery with a twist” during October
when a Christian Reverend from the U.S.A. visited us. He used his skills as a potter to
deliver a message of hope and salvation to the men in our care. He held the entire
room spellbound with his delivery in a two-hour session, which covered Hope,
Forgiveness and Redemption. The men presented him with a gift of a painting of St.
Paul, which was produced by them in the Portlaoise Prison Art Shop.
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5. Every fortnight we have a couple of members from a prayer group in the Parish who
join us to lead us in the Rosary. This project started slowly but as the year has gone
on we would regularly have a full room every two weeks and this is testimony to the
sincerity and honesty of the visitors who give so generously of their time each
fortnight.

It is worth noting that none of the above would have happened without the good will of
our Governors and Chiefs and indeed all of the staff. Not just in granting permission for
the various events but also for their great support for us each time we have a visitor. Also
a word of thanks to our many visitors who give of their time week in and week out to
support the men in our care and to provide very real connections outside of these walls
here at Portlaoise Prison.

National

Chaplains contribute to and support the national Chaplaincy function led by the Head
Chaplain through attendance at national Chaplaincy meetings and contributing to the
development of Chaplaincy. Unfortunately, the position of Head Chaplain has been
vacant for some time now and there is no word, yet, of it being filled. Chaplains have
traditionally been a strong voice of advocacy for those on the margins of society and
particularly for those who find themselves caught up in the constant spiral of dysfunction,
drug abuse and criminology and in particular those who are required to serve time in
prison.

In a similar way, the Chaplains themselves need a strong voice and a steadying hand,

which traditionally has been that of the Head Chaplain. It is hoped that this important
position, which is urgently required, will be filled as soon as possible.
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3.

Issues which continue to be relevant from previous Annual Reports

I have been highlighting the need for more and better-equipped workshops here at
Portlaoise Prison for some time now. In last year’s report, | wrote the piece below in
relation to same. For this year’s report, I have added an update in red.

Workshops, workshops, and more workshops.

1.

Our print shop has been closed for most of 2022 and is currently closed at the time of
writing this report. In this current year of 2023 we have acquired a new officer detailed to
the print shop but unfortunately this officer has been reassigned from this post for long
periods this year 2023.

Our Fabric Shop has been closed for long periods during 2022. This remains the case in
2023

Our Frame Shop is far too small and inadequately staffed and like the above workshops is
regularly closed. This remains the case in 2023.

(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 trade 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.

Chaplain Portlaoise Prison 2023.
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