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We are pleased to submit the Chaplaincy Annual Report for [Wheatfield Prison] 2023 

 
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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The Chaplains Annual Report for 2023. 

 

Wheatfield Prison 

Chaplains respond to the stress of imprisonment. We do that in an immediate way. 

There are no waiting lists, no criteria by which we reject anyone, and no restriction on 

how often we will see a person in prison. We go to the places in the prison we are 

called to every day. We answer the phones to worried families, partners, sons or 

daughters. We prioritise those who are most distressed mentally, emotionally, 

physically, or spiritually. Governors, Chiefs and Staff in Wheatfield support us. 

The role of spiritual care in the prison is to support the human being to grow. Our 

referrals come from Class Officers, Assistant Chiefs, Chief’s, Governors, Families of 

the Imprisoned, and primarily from the men themselves who see the chaplain as being 

someone who is for them and who will work to support their progression. We are for 

the people in prison because we believe that being for people is how lives change. 

We are for the people in prison because the human potential here is blazing. We are 

for the people in prison because we believe that how we treat people in prison 

determines their future. If people get a chance to heal, be educated, or learn a trade, 

there are fewer victims of crime. But prison is not resourced to be rehabilitative. 

We work a 7-day week. In 2023, our ratio was one chaplain to the over 600 people 

imprisoned here 4 of those 7 days when sick leave or annual leave was taken. We 

need another full-time chaplain in Wheatfield. 3 full time chaplains are a minimum. 

Chaplaincy is a Triage Service for the Prison It is not uncommon to return from your 

rounds in the prison to find the voicemail with 25 messages. 

The purpose of the 2023 report is to highlight from the point of view of our service, 

how to think differently about prison. More prison spaces do not seem to us to be a 
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solution because prison for the majority of people is a destructive environment. 

Prison intensifies criminal connections and deepens ties to crime as a way of life. It 

does not serve the public even as it is promised to do that. 

AFFIRMING WHAT IS WORKING 

1. Restorative Justice: In 2023 stellar work was done by the Probation Service with 

support from Psychology to prepare a family and a prisoner to engage in Restorative 

Justice. The Chaplaincy Service was involved on the day. Attending the Restorative 

Justice encounter was the victim’s family member, their silent witness, a life 

sentenced prisoner, and their silent witness (the Chaplain), the facilitator from 

Probation and their observer sitting in a room across a table. It was an exercise in 

courage, vulnerability, truth telling, and tears. From a Chaplaincy point of view this 

practice seemed to directly address the deep and historic trauma of the victim’s 

family. The person who caused the pain and suffering to the victim’s family has 

answers that victim’s families need. A kind of reckoning and restorative justice 

happens in this encounter. As deeply painful as the encounter can be it is cathartic. It 

does not change the facts but it does allow the pain of the victim’s family to be heard 

and seen by the person who has caused it. This is valuable work and should continue 

to be promoted by the Irish Prison Service in 2024. 

2. Neutral Venue Visits 

In 2023 Governors, Chiefs, Chaplains, Detail and the Irish Prison Service supported 

25 Neutral Venue Visits for Life-Sentence prisoners with their families. There is a 

security aspect to these applications, a venue to be organised, family members to be 

contacted, a victim liaison piece to be considered, prison staffing to be allocated. The 

chaplain is the person who liaises between all disciplines. These are life-giving hours 

for men who will need family support on release. Babies are now teenagers. Parents 

are closer to death. These days out are hard earned days. The venues we use provide 

a safe, healing, normal, warm and hospitable space. They pay out of pocket for food 

and beverages, and give of their time. Wheatfield is supportive of these visits for 

which we are grateful. We would like to see the Venues supported by IPS. 

3. Bereavement: Death comes to people in prison on a weekly basis. We bear that 

news and respond through our clinical training to the shock, the grief and the loss 

that follows. We facilitate a mourning process with the support of prison staff that 

affords some relief. But it is terrible for a person in prison to hear a family member 

has died. It is a wound that is buried. It takes time and a multi-services effort to get a 
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man out to see his parent in a funeral home. He will be alone and in handcuffs for this 

visit. It has to be said that Governors, Chiefs and Staff support these visits here in 

Wheatfield and Funeral Directors in the community do too. We are deeply grateful. 

For over 17 years chaplaincy has provided a Grief group in Wheatfield twice a year 

that is facilitated by a Chaplain and an Outside Facilitator. The tenderness and the 

humanity of this group has far-reaching consequences. Healing does happen 

2023 Bereavement Actions: We sat with over 50 people in 2023 who faced the 

death of someone close. Chaplaincy ran two grief groups in 2023 helping 15-20 

people. We begin further Grief Training and Professional Development as Chaplains 

in 2024 funded by the Irish Prison Service which we truly welcome. 

 
4. Enhanced Visits 

In 2023 the Enhanced Visits returned thanks to the efforts of Governors in 

Wheatfield. But they are for the small minority of prisoners who live on two landings 

or who are trustees of the prison. This is nowhere near the numbers of men and their 

families who were facilitated with these visits prior to the Pandemic. Enhanced 

prisoners keep the prison running. We ask for this to be expanded in 2024. 

5. In 2023 the Postal System in the prison has marginally improved with the Censors 

office being open a fraction more. We addressed this in our 2022 report. We 

understand why the Censors is not open. Staff are not available. Fathers still miss 

chances to write or receive letters from family. There is only so much a Governor can 

do with the Staff that has been allocated. 

6. In 2023 the Chaplaincy Service began systematically recording major interventions 

with prisoners on the Engagement with Services tab. The volume of our work-load is 

so great that recording all of it would be impossible. 

7. Chaplaincy Meetings: In 2023 we continued to meet as a service but the meetings 

were led by Care and Rehabilitation even in the presence of a Head Chaplain. This 

was mystifying to us as a service. The meetings were administrative and issue 

oriented but did not fulfil the need Chaplains have to gather, to develop our service, 

to support each other through shared experience, meditation and prayer. We 

advocated for our own needs as a service and re-established a chaplaincy led meeting 

in March 2023 in Shelton Abbey, September 2023 in Mount Saint Anne’s Retreat 

Centre, and in April 2024 in Loughan House. We were supported by the prison 

service to do this. These meetings were immensely productive. 
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8. Recruit Prison Officer Training: In March 2023 the Head Chaplain left the service. 

He put forward two chaplains to offer input to the Recruit Prison Officers. It fell to 

the Wheatfield Chaplain. It has been a wonderful teaching opportunity for Chaplaincy 

in Wheatfield to share experience with the new officers. Since chaplains and class 

officers have a strong working relationship this input benefits the working 

relationship of officers with chaplains no matter what prison they go to. 

9. Prison Liaison Clergy: Bishop Martin Hayes, Bishop of Kilmore was appointed as 

the diocesan link for prisons in Ireland. He visited Wheatfield June 15th, 2023 and 

was given permission to travel with the chaplains to all parts of the prison which he 

did. He noted the lack of activity for prisoners on protection, the scarring of one 

prisoner by another, and the isolation of a prisoner for behaviour issues. He noted 

those who had work were grateful for it particularly those who worked outdoors. 

Chaplaincy attended the following meetings throughout 2023 

We advocate for the prisoner in all prisoner related meetings. We provide the social 

and emotional context for the person we have come to know. 

Weekly Healthcare Meeting: 

Weekly Sentence Management Initiative: 

Monthly Multi-Disciplinary Review Meetings with the Irish Prison Service: 

Multi-Disciplinary Heads of Function Meeting. 

PRC Meeting for Life Sentenced Prisoners: 

Case Conferences: 

Religious Needs in 2023 

People in prison are on a 3-week rotation for mass. We are fortunate in our priest. 

We are fortunate in our musicians too who are doing a sentence here. Chaplaincy 

facilitates all of the liturgical seasons for our Roman Catholic prisoners. Our Church of 

Ireland Chaplain facilitates the needs of our Protestant prisoners. He also facilitates 

the observance of Ramadan with every effort made by Catering Staff and Night Staff 

to help the 12 people who observed Ramadan in 2023 to have that opportunity. 

AREAS OF CONCERN 

1. Protection Landings: A protection landing is one where a person in prison does not 

feel safe in general population. They may have been attacked. They may have a drug 

debt they cannot pay. They may feel unsafe in a Dublin prison. Life on a protection 

landing means you cannot leave it except to go to the prison yard once a day or to a 

gym once every two weeks. You cannot go to the school. You cannot get a job off the 
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landing. You walk around in a small tiled space. You play pool. You smoke. You chat. 

Your physical or video visits are on Mon or Tues morning. Your child has to be taken 

out of school to see you which mothers do not do or they have to take off work to 

visit you. Governors rightly do not want men on protection. Many times, this year a 

man stayed on protection to keep himself away from the drugs available in the prison. 

Prior to the Pandemic, the Protection Landings had the opportunity to go to school. 

The North Three School has not re-opened. Chaplains visit and attempt to provide 

agency for the men and their families. The school sends down materials to alleviate 

the inactivity. But every student needs a teacher. 

2. Delays for Life Sentenced Prisoners 2023 

In 2023, Life sentenced prisoners having lost years of progression with the Covid 

Pandemic experienced further delays with the new Parole Board. Many men who 

were handed letters with expected parole board meeting dates for the first quarter of 

2023 still in 2024 have not been seen. The Parole Board responds that the delays are 

due to missing reports from services and PRC reports from the prison. The services 

are struggling with staffing and with the pressure to deliver reports without adequate 

resources. The person once again who pays for these delays is the life-sentenced 

prisoner. This happens without any accountability. Chaplains listen to this distress. 

The Independent Life Skills Unit is a landing for Life Sentenced Prisoners in 

Wheatfield where they remain for 18 months for the purposes of developing 

independent living skills after the years of created dependence by the prison system. 

There is a kitchen on this landing, there are washing machines, and when possible, the 

men are not locked in over meal-times. People are living on the ILSU for over 3 years 

with no progression despite having fulfilled all of the work they were asked to do. 

Parole Board: Although the new parole board has begun to see people, they make no 

recommendations other than yes to parole or no to parole with a future date to be 

seen by them. This should leave the prison and the Irish Prison Service in the position 

of being able to make recommendations for a man to get Neutral Venue Visits as the 

Interim Parole Board used to do. In reality, although these recommendations are now 

made by the prison, the life-sentenced prisoner who is referred by us for Neutral 

Venue Visits does not get this important day out without it being approved by the 

Minister of Justice. We have seen no neutral venue visits or section 39’s for any life- 

sentenced prisoners in 2023 that had not previously been approved by the Interim 

Parole Board. The new system does not seem to be working. 
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3. Sentencing Young People to Prison: We have to speak about young people. It 

appears to those of us working in prison that the Criminal Justice System applies its 

justice without diagnosing accurately the problems it attempts to relieve? We agree 

that the problems are complex. There are social roots to crime. Burglaries are a 

scourge for all citizens. If they are primarily caused by repeat offenders with a drug 

habit, might we not go to the root of the problem. For many addiction’s root is 

trauma, poor education, poverty, lack of stability, homelessness, unemployment and 

the loss of relationships. People from the same neighbourhoods are in prison. 

Repeating postal codes are represented here. What is happening to young people in 

these areas where crime is high. They are inducted into criminal gangs. They are paid 

for their time. They are thrilled at the attention. They drop out of school. Their 

parents lose their influence. Drugs are tried that have to be paid for. The pattern is 

set. All staff in prison know this. As Fr. Greg Boyle S.J. says: there was never any 

chance I would end up in a criminal gang. Equally there was never any chance that 

the young gang members he helps in Los Angeles would not end up in one. 

As chaplains we look into the faces of young people here. Was choice ever an option. 

Is it an option in prison either? The strongest identity is the prison identity which 

locks you into a way of being that eschews change. If you are in prison you do what 

you have to do to survive. We hear mothers beg sons to steer clear of trouble. They 

know. The young people don’t. Their actions in prison follow them when they leave. 

A high percentage of young people in the prison are traumatised. Many in 2023 were 

first time offenders. They don’t know what prison is. Neither does their family. They 

find out quickly. It is a harsh and at times brutal place where they will be lucky to 

survive without injury to themselves or to their family. It is a sensorially deprived 

environment. For others it is not so strange to be in prison. It is inter-generational. 

Many are in on burglary, drug, or assault charges. Almost all were committed under 

the influence of drugs or in pursuit of drugs, or trafficking drugs. It would take a 

committed society to figure out how to develop their lives. Failing to take account of 

young people’s lives means they continue to inflict pain on their communities. 

The TV program “Raised by the Village” shows that it is relationships, being 

challenged to do better, and adult supervision that promotes change. In Wheatfield 

one teacher or one officer, or Chief, or Governor, or Chaplain, or Psychologist, who 

keeps faith with a young person can help them through a sentence and they do. 

Young people have energy and wit and smarts all put to poor use in prison. Locking 
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them up deepens the problem. What does change things? Sport, music, work, 

attention, and education does. Role models do. Belief in the young person does. This 

does happen here but not on the scale that it needs to. The shock of a move from 

Oberstown to a closed prison is dramatic. The resources are not here to continue to 

develop the young person. Why is this not a tragedy for us? Could we try investing in 

smaller prisons with daily structure, routine, sports, education, and work training? 

4. The Family in Prison and the Human Cost of Imprisonment 

Family Life: We see what a prison sentence does to a family, to a relationship and to 

a child. The refrain from the public can be: “Well he should have thought of his 

children before he committed the crime.” The other refrain is: “Why do prisoners 

have amenities? They have committed a crime. They should be punished.” None of 

these phrases shows an understanding of human nature and its tendency towards 

repeating failure before redemption. They don’t show an understanding of how the 

human spirit grows, and matures out of a life of crime. The lens of spirit is a very 

important lens with which to look at how change happens in a life. 

The Pain of a Prison Sentence: We forget that when we separate a father from his 

family, he has to maintain that relationship on a 6-minute phone call a day. If he is 

enhanced he will have two 6- minute phone calls. Could any of us do that? One 

woman said to us: ‘my son thinks his father lives inside the phone because that is the 

only time he hears from him.’ 

The Disruption and De-Skilling of a Prison Sentence: Many mothers voices: “It is not 

benefiting him in there. I’d like him to be working. I go to work every day. He used to 

go to work every day. This sentence is after uprooting everything. It was for cannabis. 

And it was years ago. He gave it up. He has changed. He was training in the barber 

college or he had an apprenticeship. I have a child that looks for him every day. She is 

used to him coming home. Daddy is taking too long in work, she says. The courts do 

not seem to consider the damage being done to the family.” 

The Re-Entry after a Prison Sentence: We forget that when a father is imprisoned for 

years, there is an anxiety about his returning and significant fears around his re-entry: 

“It’s this kind of holding my breath all the time. Do I say something? How do I prepare 

my young child for their father coming home? How do I prepare myself?” 

2023 Actions: We made over 20 referrals to an organisation that helps distressed 

families of people in prison. In 2023 we worked closely with the Waiting Room Staff 
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in Wheatfield who are excellent and who also refer distressed families to us and to 

this organisation. We met families before they left the prison when needed. 

5. Services 

Chaplaincy works very well with all of the services in the prison. There is an increased 

load our service carries if the other services are not at capacity. We see our own and 

other services attempting a work-load that is beyond what can be managed. We see 

how prisoners cannot access a service to begin therapeutic work before they leave. 

We see the length of the lists our colleagues in other services face and the groups 

that never start. This is dispiriting for services and for people in prison who can put 

up with a sentence but not with little access to services when they seek to change. 

Drug Rehabilitation: In 2023 we lost two of our full-time addiction counsellors in 

August and in September. They left for better pay and better opportunities. A part- 

time addiction counsellor remained but their main focus was in Cloverhill Prison 3 

days of the week. A replacement counsellor did not begin in Wheatfield until January 

2024. Wheatfield, with its over 600 residents had no professional addiction services 

for over six months. It is hard to convey just how bad a situation this was for a prison. 

Chaplaincy sent the monthly referral sheets to the Residential Drug Treatment 

Centres for those men who were on the waiting list so they did not lose their place. A 

Governor stepped in and brought the Smart Recovery Program to the School. The 

time it has taken to replace the addiction counsellor has to be looked at. At the 

beginning of 2024, there has only been one full time Addiction Counsellor hired in 

Wheatfield. Why is this happening. To our knowledge it is because staff in this 

service, which is outsourced, are paid poorly. The terms of their contract are so 

inadequate that they leave. We deal with the fall-out on a daily basis. Prisoners do 

not understand this when they are willing to do the hard work of recovery. 

Therapeutic Services: The work our colleagues do in psychology is transformational. 

People’s lives change through these encounters. We see the opening of eyes as 

people learn to reflect on their life and to heal from their past. But in 2023 we lost 

our Senior and one remaining Staff psychologist here in Wheatfield by the year’s end. 

Chaplaincy deals with the stress of prisoners not being seen by a service. The 

consequences are that there is no addressing the seriousness of the crime they have 

committed or the trauma underpinning offenders who return to prison year after 

year. Every effort is being made to hire staff by the Prison Service. 
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Probation: Towards the end of 2023 the numbers in the probation team rose. This 

has been a great relief. It has helped with community service referrals, Parole Board 

Reports and interdepartmental collegiality. We are fortunate in Wheatfield to have a 

very good working relationship with Psychology, Addiction, Probation and Education 

Services. We value the multi-disciplinary approach our colleagues take. 

A New Services Initiative: In 2023 two initiatives were introduced to Wheatfield 

without consultation with our service and resulted in a great degree of stress. While 

grief groups had been running for 17 years here and Mindfulness Groups been run 

for 12 years, new fully funded initiatives in both those areas were introduced without 

any conversation with our service or understanding of the historic work already being 

done here. The Chaplaincy service attempted to support the work being done in the 

Mindfulness area in the belief that a multi-disciplinary approach would soon be 

adopted once the reality on the ground was understood. But this never materialised. 

Since the Chaplaincy Service remains when initiatives end it was short-sighted not to 

include our service in an area that is already served by us in the prison thereby 

enhancing the new initiative. But this fact was not appreciated. 

6. Mental Health 

How do we tell you what it was like in 2023 to see a man in prison who is lost to 

himself and locked into a tiled space with minimal human interaction. The prison staff 

are put into a terrible position when dealing with the noise, the distress, and the 

mental state of people who have confirmed diagnoses but no place in the Central 

Mental Hospital. It is hard to credit how a country so rich is so poor in services. 

Summary 2023 

Vision: From the Chaplain’s point of view prisons are not places of human 

development no matter how much we use the language of rehabilitation or want to 

imagine that they are. Jails are degrading places. It is the system that needs 

rehabilitation. If rehabilitation and change are the vision of the service as stated in the 

strategic plan then it must be resourced by the society to do that job. And when it is 

not resourced sufficiently, we must be vocal about that fact which we are attempting 

to do here. Governors, Chiefs, and Prison Staff know their prison. They must be 

supported to run them locally. If we continue to lock people up at the rate we are 

doing there needs to be public support for prisons to become places of human 

development. Investing in people in prison is a serious response to crime. It holds 

people accountable but it gives them a way out of this cycle. High percentages of 
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people in prison want to be free of addiction and to get treatment. High percentages 

of people want to change, be trained, educated, and to contribute. The scale of the 

desire to change is not matched by the funding allocated for rehabilitation. 

The prison service has recognised the talent and potential of those in prison in its 

development of the ‘Experts by Experience’ track where former prisoners who have 

been in prison and taken a different road because of a program, become teachers for 

those who remain imprisoned. In a way this contradicts what has been shared in this 

report. But in truth it doesn’t. It just shows that rehabilitation works. But it’s not on 

the scale that it needs to be for crime to reduce and for many more lives to heal. 

More of the same old prison spaces which we hear being called for in the media 

solves nothing. It shows no insight into the problem of crime that we face in society. 

We could be adopting therapeutic models of confinement or drug rehabilitation 

models or more open prisons which allow for some measure of family connection. 

We are a relational people. We are creative. Our prisons should reflect that. 

Gratitude: We continue as a service to be very grateful to all of our Colleagues who 

serve in every part of Wheatfield. We rely on our colleagues for their support, and 

expertise, and appreciation for the work that we are engaged in. We rely on 

Management, on the Chief’s Office, and all Staff for their support all year round. 


