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Wheatfield Annual Report 2020 
 
The Chaplaincy report for 2020 is divided as follows: 
 

1. Introduction 
2. Overview of Chaplaincy in Wheatfield 
3. The Covid Pandemic  
4. The Maintenance of Spirit 
5. Rehabilitation 
6. Families 
7. Life Sentence Prisoners 
8. Conclusion 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 
CONVERSION: ‘A radical and complete change in spirit, purpose and direction’ according to 
the dictionary.  The opportunity in prison for a person to turn their life in the direction that 
it longs to go is enormous. Once any human being is stopped from their actions, opportunity 
is created for something to change. Just as illness can cause us to change, putting people in 
prison can allow us to come to insight about our lives. Rehabilitation will not occur through 
confinement alone. A place by itself is not a solution. Most people would agree that people 
with mental health issues are not served in prison. People with alcohol or drug issues need 
treatment. People with trauma issues need relationships based on trust to heal. 
 
When outside business or education groups visit the prison the inevitable take away is 
astonishment at the humanity of the people housed here as if this is unexpected. Walking 
the corridors would convert any citizen to the need to further invest in the human potential 
here. There are very good news stories here although the bad ones are the only ones heard.  
The 2020 report has many moments where a whole prison community faced issues like the 
Covid Pandemic in the most admirable of ways. There is always more we can do. 
 

II. OVERVIEW OF CHAPLAINCY IN WHEATFIELD: 
STAFFING: We began the year with two WTE chaplains and one 0.5 Half Time Equivalent 
chaplain. This is a ratio of 1 to approximately 200 people. And then the Covid 19 Pandemic hit 
the nation.  Due to health precautions/requirements to cocoon that affected our team, one 
Chaplain was left serving the prison for several weeks alone. Through the sustained work of 
the Head Chaplain by June 18th we were back to 2.5 Chaplains.  
 
Referrals: We welcome the ongoing referrals from class officers, nurses, Governors, Chiefs, 
psychologists, and addiction counselors to the chaplaincy service. We appreciate the insight 
our colleagues have on a daily basis into the spiritual needs of those in custody. 
 
The sheer volume of need that a Chaplain encounters on a daily basis is challenging. There is 
an attempt to assess the spiritual needs of those in our care through the focusing of each 
chaplain’s attention on specific areas of the prison on rotation.  But this structured coverage 
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of the prison with only 2.5 chaplains and often with only one chaplain on a given day, stops 
when there is a bereavement, a death in custody, a critical family incident, or a tragic loss. 
When a crisis hits a man in prison, an intensive level of care is needed to mitigate trauma as 
news is broken, permission sought to attend the funeral home not possible in 2020, space 
secured for the viewing of the funeral online, company and comfort provided. Prison Staff 
from Governors to Class Officers support chaplains in this brief.  But coverage of the prison 
stops. No new committals are visited. No one is available for the referrals that come in from 
the landings. There were days in 2020 when a single Chaplain went from one funeral to the 
next trying to meet the intense needs of those moments alone. We could achieve a more 
significant impact starting with the historic ratio in Wheatfield of three chaplains and 
increasing that to six in order to fully accompany those in our care. 
 
A chaplain’s will always view the man in front of them in a positive light and keep this 
positive regard for their human potential right through the prison sentence.  This is a 
foundational step in the rehabilitative process and without it, change is difficult. From the 
initial committal meeting with a man and his family when he enters the care of the State 
through his leaving the prison, chaplains bring their professional skill and assessment into 
the multi-disciplinary meetings and seek to build on any constructive change possible. 
 
Appointment of a Head Chaplain 2020: We are very grateful to the Director General for the 
creation of the role of Head Chaplain. This has brought cohesion and development to 
chaplaincy services. Advocacy by the Head Chaplain for development of the chaplaincy 
service will always benefit the Prison Service at large. Meetings with the Head Chaplain in 
2020 were conducted by phone and online. 
 
Support of Prison Staff in 2020: Chaplaincy was privileged to accompany the staff of 
Wheatfield Prison throughout 2020.  There were times when this support was key to ensuring 
the well-being of staff particularly during times of bereavement and grief.  We continue to hope 
as chaplains that all staff members can turn to us for support. Our door is always open. 

 
Death in Custody in 2020: A death in custody shakes the prison. As hard as things can get 
serving a sentence, there is always a measure of hope to be found. A death in custody can 
shake that hope for a time. Chaplaincy worked with the Governor to support the family, 
staff and other prisoners who were affected by this death. 
 

III. THE COVID RESPONSE in WHEATFIELD in 2020:  
As chaplains, we witnessed the exceptional handling of the Corona Virus Pandemic in 
Wheatfield. Here are a few ways this was achieved: 

 Communication was comprehensive to staff from Governors, Chiefs, Head Chaplain 

 PPE was sourced and provided 

 Training in donning and doffing was provided to all chaplains 

 The Wheatfield focus was on prevention and for nine months was successful. 

 There were temperature checks and social distance measures in place overnight. 

 Masks were adopted.  

 Hand Sanitizers were installed everywhere. 

 Infection Control Meetings were informative and action oriented. 

 The Industrial Cleaning Staff created best practice cleaning protocol for Governor. 
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 Testing was conducted with efficiency and support of the Ambulance Service/Army 

 HSE Communication about test results was timely 

 The steady hand of leadership was demonstrated 

 All measures were taken to protect staff, inmates, and their families. 
 

THE EXPERIENCE OF CHAPLAINCY DURING COVID: As chaplains, we moved through the 
prison during the first and second wave of the pandemic masked and with visors bringing as 
much connection and comfort to the men as possible and communication to their families. 
We were privileged in our access when all other services were not allowed to enter the 
prison. We were present to the men, helped distribute school work, library books, 
mindfulness resources, to help them to cope with the lock up. By the third wave we were 
temporarily restricted to our offices. All messages were distributed by the Chiefs. Once the 
outbreak in Wheatfield began even the concession of a bereavement visit was removed.  
 
THE OUTBREAK*: Over a hundred prisoners in one section of Wheatfield were locked in 
their cells to shut down the infection and to prevent its spread. A phone was handed in by 
staff to make calls home. Meals were handed in to the prisoners in take away containers 
carried on a trolley by staff in PPE. For a man in prison for the first time, the confinement 
was unbearable. The longer-term men handled the isolation. A special landing was 
established in the main jail for any man who had contracted the virus and for those people 
quarantining, or showing symptoms, but not yet identified as Covid positive. The men, one, 
as young as 18, were confined, often ill and symptomatic behind the door. The aim was to 
shut down the outbreak and to contain it at all costs. That cost was absorbed most fully by 
the men. Physically they were kept safe from Covid but mentally, spiritually and 
psychologically they suffered. [*Dec 2020/Jan 2021] 
 
The tele-chaplaincy service was a very welcome response by the prison service. It was first 
introduced as a way to respond to the isolation of the men on the Covid Landing. Remote 
chaplains picked up these calls and relayed messages to the Head Chaplain or the local 
chaplain regarding a need that a man in isolation might have. This system was later re-
worked to allow a man in isolation to phone their own Chaplain directly. There was not a 
wide-spread understanding of how the second phase of the system worked and we 
struggled to make this second phase of the tele-chaplaincy operational. 
 
The Wheatfield Spirit among Staff: The staff reductions due to Covid leave began to show 
especially in the kitchen. There was no dip in spirit among Wheatfield’s staff but rather a 
determination that people would be fed. Staff went the extra mile at every turn and simply 
saw it as their duty.  The buoyancy of the Wheatfield spirit was on full view. Trades Chiefs, 
ACO’s and officers were seen in kitchen whites. This is characteristic of prison service staff 
acknowledged by the Director General of the service and by the Governors here.  
 
What could have been improved: As chaplains, we saw the distress of prisoners not 
knowing when they would be let out. While we acknowledge that there were cell-drops 
with information, or supportive practices, the prisoner suffered most from a lack of 
communication around testing, how long they would be behind the door, and what was 
happening in the prison. Without a daily bulletin, anxiety levels were through roof. That 
said, staff did their utmost to be reassuring and were themselves stretched to new limits. 
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THE PRISONER’S ACTIONS DURING COVID: The active role that the prisoners took in the 
prevention of Covid 19 entering Wheatfield Prison has been acknowledged by the Director 
General and the Governor. But as Chaplains we wish to further acknowledge it.  Their 
endurance and acceptance of the harsh lockdown and the loss of not seeing their families, 
for over a year, can only be imagined. As chaplains, we witnessed the inner strength of the 
men in Wheatfield who silently cooperated with every restriction here even when it meant 
being locked up with no access to exercise, fresh air, or movement of any kind for weeks. 
People would go to their small windows to suck in some air. Two men who shared a cell had 
a window that did not open. This quiet stoicism is characteristic of men in prison. It’s a level 
of acceptance of circumstance that could teach the rest of us. It is spiritual strength. It is 
human resilience.  It was never more on view than during this Pandemic. We would like to 
ask the Director General to consider a form of Covid Remission for every man who was 
locked up during the isolation period. The absence of riots is a measure of the cooperation 
and integrity of the men. The absence of infection for so long was due to the maintenance 
and cleaning of their shared living spaces assisted by the Industrial Cleaning Staff. The prison 
did not explode during the severe lockdown due to the seamless cooperation of prisoner 
and officer.  The humanity of both were on display. 
 

IV. THE WORK OF CHAPLAINCY IN MAINTAINING SPIRIT IN 2020 
 
WHEATFIELD Bereavement Work 2020: The prison suffered right alongside the society in 
being deprived of the human right to grieve. But it has to be noted that a man in prison is 
always dealing with grief in the way the nation has been during Covid. They never get to 
attend a family funeral. They may get to a funeral home but always alone. No family allowed. 
 
One man’s father died during the lockdown. He was in isolation and ‘behind the door’. 
Speaking to him on the tele-chaplaincy phone was the only connection. Saying the prayers of 
the dead for his father and knowing a candle was being lit, his only consolation.  
 
The vital work of the bereavement group could not go ahead even with so much loss. 
Mothers, brothers, sisters, grandparents, children, babies of prisoners all died in 2020. We 
sought ways to address this gaping hole in service. Technology allowed us to view funerals. 
Management always supported us to facilitate these funerals. There is a respect and 
understanding here by staff for grief and the support needed during loss. We as Chaplains 
must develop more ways to meet grief and tend to the bereaved. 
 
Some of those ways include more conversation with family when a death occurs. More 
hospital conversations before death occurs. These conversations are healing as memories are 
shared and are vital in allowing grief to move. It is in these conversations with those they love 
that the bereavement is made bearable. 
 
Ideas for discussion:  
That a bereavement suite be created in the prison with tea coffee – a place to break news 
Chaplaincy IPAD for conversation with family members seriously ill /palliative care.  
Chaplaincy IPAD to allow attendance at family wakes 
That section 39 visits to funeral homes resume. 
That we have this portable technology to support bereavement groups with resources  
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WHEATFIELD Mindfulness Work 2020:  The mindfulness group in the prison strengthened 
and sustained the men who participated in it through-out the Pandemic. With the Governor’s 
support, we were able to get off the ground a 7-week online Mindfulness Course with our 
external provider and graduated 5 people. This is the 11th year of providing twice yearly 
mindfulness courses in Wheatfield. A meditation group meets in the prison every Sunday. 
 
Why do this meditative work? The benefits obtained from training the physical body are too 
numerous to mention. But what is under-developed or appreciated is that the training of the 
spirit and the mind is so important for resilience and inner development of the human being. 
Psychological processes and behavioural therapies are valuable but it is the domain of spirit 
that allows all the work done in the prison to fully and completely integrate.  
 
Ideas for Discussion 
That mindfulness be integrated into the prison day in a structured way. 
That we develop a mindfulness landing where the men begin and end their day meditating;  
That the men train to become the mindfulness teachers in the prison and their communities 
 
Religious Services: Wheatfield chaplaincy team has followed the public health and prison 
service guidelines to support the prevention of infection in the prison population. The loss of 
community gatherings for mass/services has been a huge. We had no Chapel TV in 
Wheatfield. Unlike some prisons we have no way to televise a mass in our assembly hall to 
the men on the landing and to offer religious services to them. But within those restrictions, 
we distributed communion when it was permissible and had simple informal reading of 
scripture with those who live in the same area as each other and always as restrictions 
allowed. We met individually with people to provide spiritual/religious nourishment through 
the difficult days. With the support of the Governor and the cooperation of the kitchen, meals 
were provided for our Muslim brothers during Ramadan  
 
Ideas for Discussion: That in 2021 the capacity to live stream mass/services from the 
Assembly Hall be in place should a man want to tune into his prison community.   
We acknowledge that the prison is in the process of creating a dedicated channel for 
material to be brought to the prisoners and we hope to contribute to that channel. 
We hope to see the resumption of services of every denomination 
 
WHEATFIELD Volunteer Groups 2020: One volunteer group was extremely collaborative and 
supportive around the needs of the men during Covid restrictions. Although they were not 
able to enter the prison as they normally would, they remained in touch with Chaplaincy.   
 
THE WHEATFIELD LIBRARIANS 
As a way to maintain spirits during the restrictions, chaplaincy called on our Dublin City 
Librarians extensively in 2020. Requests for reading material tripled. The Librarians never 
refused. Boxes of books arrived regularly. Chaplains distributed books only to find follow up 
requests for the books listed on back covers.  

From the Librarians: “Regardless of what happens tomorrow, reading material is still being 
requested and used by readers in prisons every day. We’ve noted that before the pandemic 
the most popular subjects for Dublin prison readers were true crime, sport, fiction etc. Now, 
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a huge volume of requests are for books and materials relating to mindfulness, yoga, 
physical health and self-help.” 

THE WHEATFIELD SCHOOL 
Again, as a way to maintain spirits and foster human development, chaplaincy called on our 
colleagues in the school extensively in 2020. Requests for education materials, Open-
University opportunities, for courses that might lead to employment, for aids to read, for art 
materials, were all met by our school under very difficult circumstances. We see the effect 
this has on the spirit of the man and the hunger that is met by it. The Open University program 
is transformative for the few men who get to participate. We watch our colleagues in the 
school continue to give the men in Wheatfield real and solid hope for a better future. 

 
V. REHABILITATION: ‘The process of helping a person who has suffered an injury 

restore lost skills and so regain maximum self-sufficiency.’ 
 
Services Prison: The critical working of the post is a significant service in the prison. The 
staffing of the phones is a critical service in the prison. The booking of visits is a critical 
service.  During the Pandemic, these services were the only way the men had to connect 
with family since visits were not permitted. These critical services can often be cut and 
during the Pandemic were shut down altogether at times. The silent acceptance of the 
conditions in prison is one of the characteristics of almost every prisoner. But these 
conditions exact a frightening toll on families of people in prison.  Underlying this is a sense 
that it is ok that these services are cut. That imprisonment alone is not enough punishment 
but that other privations are perfectly acceptable. The Christmas cards of 2020 posted in 
November arrived in February 2021.  
 
Ideas for Discussion:  
To explore the development of a secure online booking system for visits. 
Since the post is now photocopied, would the emailing of letters to the men be faster 
 
WAITING FOR SERVICES IN 2020: Chaplains witness every day a delay in services for men 
who are required by their sentence to avail of these services. If the courts require people to 
do this work, it must be provided sufficiently so that the man in prison can do what he is 
required to do to progress his sentence. People are remaining in jail years longer because 
the service is not provided.  The Covid Pandemic hit all services hard and resulted in a full 
withdrawal and the stopping of all group work. The Irish Prison Service were quick to 
respond to the issue and provided an emergency tele-service for chaplains, psychologists, 
addiction counsellors for those in Covid isolation but this was not for the vast majority of 
prisoners. People have not been able to continue their sentence progression for almost a 
year. This has meant a further year behind bars for people. There is a human cost to delays. 
A man can do everything he has been asked to do by the courts and still spend extra years 
behind bars because services are so extended. To paraphrase one man – ‘we are in the care 
of the state… I just wished I felt like somebody actually cared.’ 
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VI. FAMILIES: ‘It has been suggested that there is often a significant gap between how 

punishment is experienced by the prisoner ‘on the ground’ and conceived by lawmakers ‘on 
the books’. (Nadine and Sexton, 2014) In New Connections.  
 
THE MOMENT OF REGRET: It only takes the momentary sound of the gavel falling and a 
prison sentence for a man to realise what he has done and to wish that he could undo it. 
Chaplains witness this remorse and regret on a daily basis. Realising that his family cannot 
make ends meet or that children are suffering weighs heavily on a man behind bars. 
The stock reductive response can be ‘he should have thought of that before he committed 
the crime.’ That is true. But once the crime is committed how do we not fall into the trap of 
compounding the problem.  
 
Ideas for Discussion: Capitalise on the men’s remorse and regret.  Give them a chance to 
atone for the suffering they have created for their victims through expanding de-carceration 
options outside of the prison system. Create more open prison opportunities for them to 
remain connected to children and partners and to provide for them.  Ease the burden on the 
women and children penalized by crime.  
 
MAINTAINING FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS IN 2020 DURING THE PANDEMIC:  
 
The Introduction of Video Visits: This was a wonderfully innovative response by the prison 
service to the closure of visits by families to the prison.  Staff were dogged in their 
persistence to make this service operational for the men. They spent hours on the phone 
trouble shooting problems with families. The joy that it brought to the men was profound. 
People were able to see their family and their own homes.  
 
We would like to highly commend the service for this effort. It bodes well for other creative 
ways to connect families and to ease the pain of separation.  However, this still means that 
in 2020 fathers saw their new born babies for the first time on six inch phone screens and 
watched their young children grow and change in a similar way. Many men did not avail of 
this service for one reason or another.  
 
Phone Calls:  It is very hard to maintain a primary relationship with a partner or to parent 
children who are distressed. Phone calls and video calls are the only significant way a man 
has to maintain these relationships at all times and especially during the pandemic. It is vital 
for our society that these bonds be maintained – this this man has a home to go to, a family 
to care for, and children to raise. A man in prison has one six-minute phone call a day. If he 
has poor behaviour he loses the daily phone call and has 3 per week. This can further reduce 
to one six-minute call per week.  If he is working and on good behaviour he has twelve 
minutes a day. But during the pandemic, the opportunities to be working were minimal.  
 
Idea for Discussion: That telephone calls not be cut for poor behaviour. We realise that this 
leaves the prison with few deterrents in order to modify poor behaviour. But love for 
parents, wives and children are the modifying factor in people’s behaviour and hold a man 
more fully to account than any behavioural deterrent.  Chaplains witness the power of 
mothers on their sons and how they challenge the man’s behaviour.  Chaplains witness the 
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need the men have to be connected to family. The loss of phone calls, places a man more 
fully back among the bad influences that caused the behaviour in the first place.  
 
Visits during the Pandemic: Many fathers have not seen their children for a year. They have 
had no physical contact with their spouse. For some men, the pain of seeing their own 
failure in their children’s eyes is too much and they decline all visits and say they are away 
working. Many of the anxieties suffered by the men during the Pandemic were whether 
their relationships would last. Many relationships sadly did not. 

 
VII. LIFE SENTENCE PRISONERS 
 
LIFE SENTENCE PRISONERS AND THE MEDIA in 2020 
Last year it was shared in our report of how the same stories appear in the media tying a 
man or woman back to day one of their crime. To complete the point, the images used are 
often from the day of the trial. It can only be surmised that the purpose of these stories is to 
never let the public forget the seriousness of that crime or the loss of the victims. The sad 
fact of these sensational stories is that they serve no one. They heighten the anguish of the 
victim’s family who feels that justice has not been done. They educate no one about the 
justice that has been exacted or the remorse of the prisoner for the actions committed. The 
prisoner and victim remain far apart. Although it can be the prisoner who has some of the 
answers that may alleviate the suffering of the victim. This was seen in the recent film by 
Parzival Productions called: ‘The Meeting.’ So much rehabilitative work achieved in prison 
for Life Sentence Prisoners can be destroyed by the public’s response to sensational stories. 
 
Ideas for Discussion:  
That the prison service counter this journalism by sharing the work they do with Life 
Sentence Prisoners. Chaplains would be willing to write or contribute to these articles. 
 
We seek as Chaplains to participate in Victim Liaison work with the Irish Prison Service 
where appropriate and to bring our professional skill to bear on the needs of victims. 
 
We would like to see an Education Campaign to introduce the public to the rehabilitative 
work of the Irish prison service with life sentence prisoners  
 
LIFE SENTENCE PRISONERS AND RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 
Chaplains are the recipient of the profound remorse a man in prison feels for the actions he 
has committed. Very few prisoners justify their actions. Instead they look at their actions, 
face them, to understand the consequences of those actions on the victim’s family and on 
their own families. They are required by the Parole Board to do this but as human beings 
they seek to understand why they acted as they did. Chaplains hear conversations that 
could be healing for victim’s families. We commend the restorative justice efforts which the 
prison service already engages in. And we seek as chaplains to contribute to it. 
 
THE WORD ‘PAROLE’AND THE SUFFERING IT CAUSES 
The word Parole is misunderstood. When the victim’s family hear that the man is going 
before the Parole Board many of them think they are being considered for release. But 
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when a life sentence prisoner goes in front of the Parole Board, he or she is faced with a 
rigorous assessment that results in a protocol of rehabilitative work that must be completed 
before any kind of sentence progression is considered. There is no sentence progression 
without full rehabilitation and atonement for the crime committed. 
 

VIII. CONCLUSION OF THE 2020 Report: The prison works as a community 

connected by the humanity of everyone here. It is striking that the successful running of the 
day to day life of the prison is dependent on leadership, good order, structure, protocol and 
the actions of prisoners and staff.  This is apparent every day in Wheatfield. There is a spirit 
of goodwill here.  
 
The Prison Service sits on a brief that could be life-changing for those imprisoned and 
completely transformative for Irish Society. In the action plan for the Department of Justice 
for 2021, several areas are critical for this transformation and are listed there. 
Point 154 speaks about the ‘implementation of the ‘Working to Change’ Social Enterprise 
and Employment strategy to improve the employment options for people with convictions.’ 
Point 160 speaks about a ‘… process to create awareness and availability of restorative 
justice at all stages of the criminal justice system.’ Both work and restorative justice can 
change the outcomes for victims of crime and for perpetrators of crime. 
 
The yearning for a better life is visibly expressed by almost every man in Wheatfield.  This 
requires spiritual, physical, mental and emotional work. Prison presents the opportunity for 
that work to be done. By advocating for the prisoner, the Chaplain is not condoning crime. 
We join those who look deeper into the root cause of that crime.  
 
We have to end our 2020 report on, a year like no other, with deep gratitude.  Our service 
takes the opportunity to acknowledge that none of our work would be possible or none of 
our insights would be gained if were not for the committed support of our Governors, 
Chiefs, ACO’s, Class Officers and services. We hope that we in turn provide that support to 
all of our colleagues and look forward to the work ahead in 2021 
 


