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Director General  

Governor 

I am pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for [Wheatfield 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. 
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An Annual Report reflects on life in the prison in 2021 through the chaplain’s eyes, 

the work accomplished by the chaplaincy service, and on imprisonment as a societal 

response to crime. As another year ends and a report is due, chaplains ask themselves 

how it was here in 2021. 

Prison is part of our society and our local community 
The location often says it is not 
The high grey walls, the rolling coils of wire remind us that it is here among us.  
But as the philosopher Simone Weil says: “… Every separation is a link.” 
We are connected 
 
Our social and political systems around the world are changing 
We reflect on the fact that our environment cannot sustain us any more 
The criminal justice system is no different and requires us to reflect. 
Human awareness of the root causes of social problems is growing. 
We are interconnected.   
 
If we adequately studied the causes of crime, and its relationship to economic 
disadvantage and addressed that with sufficient energy, imagination and will, prison 
would be well down on the list of solutions  
 
From IPS Annual Report 2020: ‘The average annual cost of an available, staffed 
prison space during the calendar year 2020 was €80,445, a 6.7% increase on the 
2019 cost of €75,349.’ This could be spent differently by IPS, if it had the mandate to 
not only lock people up.  Split it in three and you have three starter salaries.  
Pair that with labour shortages and work training and you have a win-win.  
Pay for beds in addiction facilities and you are still winning 
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The lived experience of people in prison, could be the social capital that is needed in 
neighbourhoods to turn young people away from crime.  
The former prisoner is the best one to say… ‘don’t buy the package.’  
Crime offers rewards that can never be enjoyed in peace.  
 
People in prison have insight. This is a precious human resource 
While we cannot generalise, people in prison are often community minded. 
They have realised the hard way the gift of family life 
They have become fathers through being deprived of their fatherhood 
 
The majority of people in prison are judged and spoken of in the media in a way that 
reflects the minority of prisoners who age out of a life of crime unwilling to change.  
 
Without the social mandate and development of the Prison Service along more 
rehabilitative lines, we as chaplains see a society that will drift on with an escalation 
of totally unnecessary suffering inside our prisons, broken families outside our 
prisons, homelessness as a result of imprisonment, and newly addicted young people 
criminalized from their stay here.  
 
As the war rages in Ukraine, the refrain is, how can there be war in the 21st century? 
As chaplains we wonder, how can we imprison so many people, and punish them in 
the 21st century in the way that we do. A common phrase is that people didn’t land in 
prison for saying their prayers. But prison is supposed to be the sanction of last 
resort.  That is not the reality as the prison system is bursting at the seams. With new 
sentencing policy coming out now that is ‘tough’ on crime and a Parole Board that 
doesn’t meet people until their 12th year in prison, we seem to be going backwards 
not forwards, reacting not acting progressively or with the deeper interests of the 
society at heart. The management at the very top or the Prison Service, to its credit, 
listens, understands, and responds. But it must have the social mandate to take a 
chance, to bet on prisoners, to resource services within its system, to lift people up. 
 
In a creative move at the end of 2021 a Senator was invited in by the Governor of 
Wheatfield, supported by the Director General, and supported by the ETB School in 
the prison, to develop a podcast featuring the prisoner’s stories, their insights, their 
hopes and dreams. We heard what the person in prison has learned from 
imprisonment, on how things went wrong in their lives and how they have started 
over. It will change your mind about who the prisoner is 
 
Chaplaincy Department in Wheatfield: Two whole time equivalent and one half-time 
equivalent is the allocation for the chaplaincy service in Wheatfield. For the first five 
months of 2021 we were down a third of our team due the absence of a colleague for 
health reasons. The pandemic raged on. The two chaplains on duty provided 7-day 
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coverage, with a ratio of one chaplain to over 500 people on two or more days per 
week. Annual leave taken increased that to more than 2 days per week leaving one 
chaplain on duty.  The work burden was beyond what was provided for. The phones 
were hopping with calls from worried families, deaths in families, calls from people in 
the prison on isolation, welcome referrals from Class Officers on landings, and calls 
from partners who suddenly stopped hearing from their men due to a landing being 
shut down to prevent the spread of Covid. Frequently there were 20-30 phone 
messages waiting for the Chaplain on the return from their rounds.  
 
The prison service initiatives of Tele-chaplaincy and Video Visiting connecting 
prisoners to the services and to families, were invaluable initiatives developed with 
speed in 2020 with improvements in 2021. It demonstrated that the prison service 
can be agile and imaginative in response to a crisis. It brings hope that more initiatives 
might be developed in the coming year without the need for a crisis.  
 
There was major turnover and loss at the top of the Management system in 
Wheatfield in 2021 as several Governors moved. Chaplaincy had a good working 
relationship with outgoing and then newly incoming Governors who were deeply 
supportive of the service but these changes and losses were keenly felt.  
 
 A New Sentence Management Initiative in 2021 
The Irish Prison Service introduced in 2021 an innovative sentence management 
planning system. The chaplaincy service contributes to this weekly virtual meeting 
facilitated with great skill by the ISM Department. Chaplains received training in the 
use of this system from the Prison Service. Previously only life sentenced prisoners 
received a sentence plan that set down the engagement a man will have with the 
services. But now it is opened to many more. Psychology, Chaplaincy, Probation and 
Addiction Services are committed to delivery of these plans. The prison now must be 
resourced to deliver on these plans.  
 
We would support the in person attendance of life sentenced prisoners at these 
meetings as historically they attended their annual sentence planning meetings and 
want that kind of input into their sentence plan. 
 
We affirm the innovation of sentence planning for every prisoner but strongly 
advocate that we regain the in-person annual meeting with Life Sentence Prisoners. 
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Chaplaincy and the Services that provided hope in the Prison in 2021 
 
The Library: We cannot commend enough our colleagues who work in the Dublin 
City Library system and in the prison. Their responsiveness to chaplaincy requests, 
their imaginative alternatives to book requests they could not immediately fill, their 
interest in the requests that the prisoners had, was uplifting. Boxes of books that had 
been carefully quarantined arrived to the chaplain’s office to be distributed regularly.  
The good they did, the hope they offered, was a highlight of 2021. One man in 
isolation picked up the first book he ever read and was changed by it. 
 
The School: Chaplaincy works closely with the school throughout the year. We 
witnessed the school struggle to open this past year.  Still it is a place of hope for so 
many prisoners. The school never fails in its outreach to each man who wants to be 
engaged. The school hosts many groups within its walls. We as chaplains are eternally 
grateful for its role in building hope within the prison. One of the school highlights in 
this past year was an art project with the community. Triple the size of the school and 
watch the astonishing results.  
 
School for Prisoners on Protection 
The area used for school for those housed on protection never did re-open which 
meant that the most confined prisoners, often those who cannot read or write, had 
no classroom experience or face to face time with a teacher. The school sought to 
provide these prisoners with art supplies, money management courses, language 
resources, Math lessons, and reading. But the men would often say, I need a teacher. 
 
Psychology Service: Chaplaincy enjoys a strong collegial relationship with the 
psychology team. We receive referrals from our colleagues in psychology and made 
referrals as we see people daily who need psychological help. Mutual caring of the 
man in distress through our differing disciplines is invaluable.  
 
Addiction Service: Chaplaincy enjoys a strong relationship with the Addiction Service 
Team. This work is needed within the prison. The waiting lists are impossibly long. If 
we get serious about rehabilitation, double the addiction counsellors. The knowledge 
about what works is here. It is hard to understand how under-resourced services are. 
 
Religious Services 
Chaplaincy in 2021 is more than religious observance and yet religious observance is 
an important expression of faith and hope in the 21st century.  
 
For Catholics attendance at mass resumed towards the end of 2021 but it was 
restricted to quadrants of the prison on a five-week rotation with Fr. Peter Mc Verry. 
We are still unable to stream Fr. Mc Verry’s hopeful and inclusive view of the human 
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spirit to the men in Wheatfield. Mass from another location is offered on the prisoner 
TV channel and a Governor worked hard to ensure that prison TV included that 
religious observance. Historically two chaplains and a volunteer chaplain were 
available on a Sunday. Protection units, and all areas of the prison received a pastoral 
visit on Sunday. With only one chaplain now available on Sunday, it is not possible to 
get to everyone who would like to receive Holy Communion or a supportive visit in 
Wheatfield on Sundays.  
 
Church of Ireland prisoners were provided for throughout the year and offered 
communion service at Easter and Christmas.  They were linked with their Ministers 
when family bereavements called for it. 
 
In 2021, Ramadan was observed by our Muslim Brothers thanks to the kitchen. The 
Assistant Chief Officer in the kitchen sat down with chaplaincy, took note of all 
requests, ordering the specific dates and food needed, and worked with the Assistant 
Chiefs and night guards to ensure the food was hot, and that Ramadan was observed.  
 
For the Jehovah Witnesses, a spiritual virtual visit was set up bi-monthly and 
continued the specific support that a person of that faith requires within the 
technological possibilities that the prison had available.  
 
Post and Phones 
The Prison Service must get prisoner’s post to them. It is not good enough to be 
reading of your family’s summer holiday at Christmas. Or not receiving cards or 
letters from your children or your partner. Or not being able to get a child his or her 
birthday card. Months pass before a child will receive that card. Relationships break 
down.  It is not right to miss the deadline for your legal appeal because the 
paperwork was not delivered. It is not right to be waiting 5 weeks to get your phone 
numbers put on your phone card. Governors are having to make choices about 
whether workshops open or letters are sorted. In 2021 prisoner’s phones and post 
were consistently cut. A better system has to be implemented without delay. 
 
Chaplaincy and Bereavement in 2021. 
Chaplaincy responded to over 60 deaths of family members during 2021. Some 
deaths were unexpected, sudden and traumatic for the prisoners in Wheatfield. 
Elderly grandparents who were the parent figure in the man’s life died. Babies died. 
The grief at times was unbearable and exacerbated due to confinement.  
 
Covid restrictions in 2021 continued to shut down all physical access to family, to 
funeral homes, and to hospital visits for the grieving. But even the strictest of security 
measures in Wheatfield are often tempered by mercy as Chiefs and Governors 
supported chaplains in 2021 to make room for grief.  
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Chaplaincy actions taken to respond to bereavement on 2021 
The breaking of news of serious illness or death to prisoners 
Worked with Assistant Chief Officers to provide calls, or other supports needed 
Securing video calls to hospitals when last words were needed 
Securing video calls to the wake when the body of the deceased could be viewed and 
when family could console and be consoled by the prisoner 
Securing video links to church webcams for funeral services  
 
But this was not always possible in 2021. 
There were funeral services where the church had no webcam 
There were hospital ICU’s where the connection couldn’t be made 
There were days when low staff numbers meant a man did not view a family funeral 
 
Governors in Wheatfield this past year understood the need for designated spaces 
for grief within the prison and allocated resources to begin the creation of those 
spaces. We are a third of the way with that work and hope to complete these 
grieving spaces in the year ahead and report in 2022. 
 
What cannot be replaced by chaplains through virtual means is the physical need a 
grieving prisoner has to see the body of the deceased, to shoulder the coffin of a 
parent, to touch their hand, to pray for their soul, to ask for forgiveness from them, to 
bury them, to honour them and to remember them. 
 
Chaplaincy Supervision in 2021 
Grief and complex trauma takes its toll on Chaplains as did the restrictions, mask 
wearing, and suffering of so many of the prisoners and their families. 
 
The prison service responded to advocacy by chaplains for needed supervision 
sessions to relieve some of that trauma by providing them with 6 supervision sessions 
per year with the willingness to consider a further six-sessions. It has been a very 
valuable and appreciated support for chaplaincy from the Prison Service. We 
advocate for a further six sessions to be funded in 2022. 
 
Prison Chaplaincy as part of the Irish Prison Service:  
Chaplaincy is integrated into the Irish Prison Service but does not have pay parity 
with the chaplaincy contracts in the Health Service or with previous contracts of 
chaplains hired before the new contracts were drawn up. When the new chaplaincy 
contract was drawn up it was cut by 33% with no allowances paid for public holidays, 
Sundays, and other days that employees of the service are granted. Chaplains provide 
7 days coverage for the prison, but are the only staff member in the Irish Prison 
Service not paid at the Sunday/Bank Holiday rate when they are working.  
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Chaplaincy and pastoral care are professions requiring clinical pastoral training, hours 
of experience and a Master’s Degree in Theology. To not remunerate the position 
citing its historically ‘vocational’ aspect is wrong. 
 
The Parole Board in 2021 
When the public hears that a life sentenced prisoner is meeting with the Parole Board 
it seems to cause fear that the man is getting out of prison. But to meet with the 
Parole Board means to be rigorously assessed by them to establish that requirements 
are being met. It has a major role in determining that the rehabilitation required of a 
prisoner who has committed a serious offense, has been effective. 
 
The Interim Parole Board was disbanded in 2021. A new independent body has been 
formed.  The establishment of the new Parole Board required the creation of corporate 
requirements such as risk registers, staff recruitment, and also procedures around the role of 
victims within the process. During the time that this took to establish no decisions were 

taken and no prisoners were met. The Parole Board process ground to a halt.  
 
Chaplains witnessed the helplessness and frustration of prisoners unable to do 
anything about their progress even though they had been fully compliant to date with 
all that had been asked of them. It is dispiriting to say the least and unjust at worst 
that no one seemed to be accountable for the delays in 2021 while this new Board 
was established. One man had been told, his recommendation for Neutral Venue 
Visits would take place a year after his meeting with the Interim Parole Board. A full 
year has gone by and nothing has happened. 
 
We look forward to the process being a good one for all involved in 2022 
 
Punishment in Prison in 2021 
If we were to punish people ‘in society’, as they used to in the middle-ages, putting 
them publicly in stocks, we would be considered a society unfit for the 21st century. If 
we put a dunce hat on a child in school as we did, we would be considered unfit. If we 
locked a child into his or her bedroom for 16 hours to ‘teach’ them a lesson, we would 
have our children taken away from us. But we punish people in prison in old 
fashioned ways when they break the rules.  
 
Security in prison is about keeping the majority of people safe and so it is taken very 
seriously. But we question the value of punishment having seen over this past year its 
damaging and dispiriting consequences to the point where one young man said to the 
chaplain as he wore the prison poncho and was temporarily housed in the isolation 
wing of the prison: “I don’t feel human anymore.” 
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It is a public humiliation to be denied your clothes and to have to wear the grey 
prison track suit. It is a public humiliation to be deprived of your shop order. It is a 
public humiliation to be thrown off the landing you were on and placed onto one 
where your prospects for work and advancement are reduced to nil for a 
considerable period of time. It is a punishment to lose your phone calls and your 
connection to your family and children. It is punishing to lose evening recreation for 
40 nights as some do and get ‘banged out’ i.e. locked in from 4.30 pm in the 
afternoon till the next morning. Is it good to deprive people of the gym – the one 
outlet the men have to stay mentally and physically well? The punishing of people 
while they are in prison is not something that acts as a deterrent. If anything, it drives 
people towards the criminal element within the prison system. Punishment is seen as 
a rite of passage, and pits prisoners against staff who have to enforce such an archaic 
system. It is to Governors credit that they will do what they can, not deprive a man of 
his phone calls – why? Because it is understood as having a limited deterrent effect 
and as being hugely detrimental to a man. We must remember that deprivation of 
one’s freedom is all the courts required. But how is the prison to maintain security? It 
is a brilliant question and one deserving of the best attention. 
 
Like so many questions about the criminal justice system, have we looked at the 
problems deeply enough to come up with innovative solutions that are uniquely Irish.  
 
Mental Illness in Prison: People who are mentally ill should be hospitalized not 
criminalized.  
 
Prisoners who meet the criteria of severe mental illness in Wheatfield are often 
temporarily housed in a section of the prison reserved for those who have broken the 
rules.  But this is not the purpose of this area of the prison. They are removed from 
general population for their own safety or the safety of others. This section of the 
prison is a deprived closed environment with colourless walls, no access to nature, no 
mixing with others, and access to a yard that is postage stamp in size and made of 
concrete. To see anything, you look up to a small patch of blue sky. This is ‘outside’.  
 
Putting people who are mentally ill into deprived sensory environments, isolated from 
others, for long periods of time, increases mental anguish, increases stress on staff 
and prisoner, and exacerbates the condition they are afflicted with.  It is not 
understood by the prisoner who is mentally ill why they are being confined in such 
reduced circumstances. It is misunderstood as punishment. Being confined to a small 
cell for hours every day when your mind is tortured is a terrible punishment.  It is 
mitigated only by invested staff members who do their job without sufficient training 
often facing hours of banging on doors and the anguished shouting of the person 
trapped inside. But what is the prison service to do?  
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We understand as chaplains that connection rather than correction is a first step in 
any healing process but most especially for the mentally ill. 
 
There is a dedicated Healthcare weekly meeting in the prison providing a forum 
where we determine how to support the most seriously mentally, socially, and 
physically ill within the prison system. We discovered this past year that to discharge 
a person from prison suffering with mental illness is to come face to face with the 
utter inadequacy of resources that the psychiatric services face, outside of the prison.  
 
Some of the young people who have been in the prison system since they were 
juveniles have grown up without stability, security, support and have reached their 
early twenties, scarred, fragile, and traumatised. It can be hard to reach them. The 
worst afflicted end up in isolation. 
 
When their day of release comes it is clear how fragile things are around discharge of 
a mentally ill prisoner? How do we, the prison service, provide for these young men 
often going out into homelessness and almost guaranteed to return to prison? 
 
Does Society realise the heavy lifting the Irish Prison Service does in relation to those 
suffering from mental illness who get sent to prison and the huge effort made by 
Prison Staff?  People who are mentally ill should be hospitalized not criminalized. 
 
Life Sentence Prisoners and Restorative Justice 
Unless a victim’s family request it, a life sentenced prisoner is not eligible to 
participate in a restorative justice process bringing them and their family into contact 
with the family of their victim. Currently Restorative Justice is the domain of the 
Probation and the Psychology Service. But forgiveness, healing and restoration are 
acutely the domain of spirit and Chaplains have a lot to offer to this process. 
 
Three different life sentenced prisoners approached a chaplain needing to talk about 
the suffering of their victims and their families. Listening to the three of them, the 
thought came – could these emotions have healing for the family of their victims?  
 
It seems vital - that the families of victims, get the chance to ask the prisoner to 
account for themselves in a way that might offer them some relief.  
 
As it stands, the families of victims are left only with the satisfaction that the person 
is being punished for the crime. But as we listen and look at the victim’s family, as 
they are portrayed in the media, punishment of the perpetrator doesn’t seem to end 
the pain. The suffering seems as raw and as fresh as when the crime was committed.  
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Many life sentenced prisoners feel that the victim’s family sees them as wanting to 
get out of prison as early as possible.  But it might be surprising to hear that most life 
sentenced prisoners know they deserve their sentence and do not want their getting 
out to cause more suffering for the victim’s family.  Some do not feel worthy to be 
part of a restorative justice initiative. 
 
The family of the life sentenced prisoners, their children, their brothers and sisters, 
mothers and fathers, suffer silently and unendingly too, for the crime their child 
committed. The community will often not allow them to forget. 
 
Restorative justice undertaken by volition and extended as an invitation to people 
who may be afraid to seek it, may allow healing for many to occur. We, as Chaplains, 
must learn and be taught by victims of crime and be shown by them how to support 
their healing even as we minister to those who caused them such pain. We are 
potentially a bridge between two groups of people where healing is so badly needed.  
 
YOUNG PEOPLE in PRISON: Positive work was done this year through the 
leadership of a Governor to connect with young people in Oberstown prior to their 
entry to the adult prison. Chaplaincy was part of that initiative and met virtually with 
the young person and became a point of connection for their family once they took 
up residence here in Wheatfield. But for those not coming from Oberstown but from 
the courts, prison is a rude awakening. The hardest thing to watch is the corruption of 
young people in prison. Bright, young people are sentenced to prison for offenses 
they should never have committed but the destruction they have caused on the 
outside is nothing to the destruction their young lives experience once they come 
into prison. It is a terrible thing to witness a young man on committal full of hope 
become addicted to drugs while in prison, having done things in prison he would 
never have dreamed of doing on the outside and leave prison a shell of his former self 
possibly addicted for years to come. It is a crime in and of itself. 
 
Chaplaincy Summary for 2021 
We need the men and women in prison as much as they need us. We need them in 
order to become fully human as a society. Being tough on crime has nothing to do 
with depriving people, or punishing people. Being tough on crime is about getting to 
the bottom of the causes of crime and continuing to grapple with that. 
 

How is prison seen as a response to a person who cannot read or write, who is 

possibly uneducated, traumatised, addicted, without economic prospects, without 

socially ascending prospects? Conditions in many communities generates crime as a 

response to a lack of employment, and access to the ‘goods’ of the materialist society, 

and then fails to address that very economic issue. The bigger issue is that we in 

Ireland need to own the lack of opportunity for all our citizens.  


