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Irish Penal Reform Trust (IPRT) is Ireland’s principal non -governmental organisation 
working for systemic penal reform. Our vision is a just, humane Ireland where prison is 
used as a last resort. Our mission is to advocate for a progressive criminal justic e 
system that prioritises alternatives to prison, upholds human rights, and champions 
reintegration. We do this through research, campaigning and changing attitudes . 

The current prison overcrowding crisis cannot be separated from the nationwide cost -
of - living, housing and mental health crises.  On any given day in 2026, a lmost 6,000 
people  are in prison in a system designed for 4,802 , often for non -violent or minor 
offences that could be better addressed through community -based sanctions . Many 
people in prison experienc e serious mental health conditions, addiction, homelessness 
and poverty  before committal  to  prison and face a similar situation on release.  

Prison is expensive both in terms of the significant cost to the State as well as in terms 
of the toll it takes on individuals, their families and wider communities.  In 2025, the 
average annual cost of a staffed prison space exceeded €103,000  while the average 
cost of a Community Service Order in 2024 was € 1,450. The Department of Justice 
should benchmark spending on prisons against spending on prevention, diversion and 
community sanctions and track outcomes over time to determine efficacy and inform 
evidence -led approaches to desistance  including a formal Justice Reinvestment model.   

 
However, until it explores and fully adopts this type of model to  redirect savings from 
reduced prison use into preventative interventions and supports including  education, 
youth services, addiction supports, housing and employment initiatives,  IPRT calls on 
the Government to strategically invest in four key  areas.    
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1. Alternatives to imprisonment and community-based sanctions 

Increase overall funding for the Probation Service by 10 per cent to operationalise 
expanded community service and conduct a strategic review to identify where 
probation supports are most needed 

While IPRT welcomes the 11.2 per cent funding increase to the Probation Service in 
Budget 2026 , it is crucial that increased and sustained investment in the Probation 
Service remains a priority in Budget 2027. The welcome enactment of legislation to 
expand Community Se rvice  Orde rs i will require  adequate  s ta ffing to ens ure  tha t  the  
Probat ion Se rvice  can mee t  increas ed demand to ope ra t iona lis e  CSOs  and achieves  it s  
a im of reducing prison ove rcrowding. It  would a lso be  prudent  to a lloca te  funding for 
the  Probat ion Service  to commis s ion a  s t ra tegic  review of it s  s e rvices  na t ionwide  to 
de te rmine  if the re  a re  regional diffe rences , to take  account  of any demographic  
changes  and to ensure  tha t  it s  s e rvices  a re  mee t ing the  needs  of it s  client s .  

Allocate and ring-fence €300,000 of Probation Service funding to cover staffing and 
operational costs associated with establishing a supported bail service for women 

In Augus t  20 26, 18  pe r cent  of people  in Iris h pris ons  were  he ld s ole ly on remand (pre -
t ria l de tent ion).ii Alte rna t ives  to remand cus tody, including ba il s upport  s chemes , would 
improve  compliance  with ba il condit ions  and be t te r addres s  some  underlying caus es  of 
offending. This  would follow the  succes s es  of the  Bail Supervis ion Scheme  for children 
and young people  in Ire land, and long-opera t ing ba il s upport  s chemes  for adult s  
inte rna t iona lly.iii While  IPRT commends  the  propos ed pilot  Bail Support  Scheme  for 
women, iv as recommended in the Review of Policy Options for Prison & Penal Reform 
2022 -2024 ,v Investment should be ring -fenced in Budget 2027 to ensure that the 
scheme is established as a priority and becomes operational in 2027.  

2. Mental health and addiction supports in the criminal justice 
system 

Invest €1.4 million in the expansion of the Prison In-reach and Court Liaison Service 
(PICLS) 

The PICLS model is a multidisciplinary psychiatric service to assist Courts in identifying 
defendants with major mental illness and provide practical solutions to accessing 
appropriate mental health care through liaison with community services. PICLS has 
helped arrange diversions from custody to healthcare for over 1000 people with severe 
mental illness since 2006. vi A range of bodies have recommended t he expansion of the 
successful PICLS model .vii Research on PICLS has noted the increased likelihood of 
successful transfer of care to the community through the addition of a “relatively low -
cost” housing support worker to the model ,viii and t he High Level Task Force on Mental 
Health and Addiction recommended that this should be “an integral component” of 
nationwide PICLS provision. ix 

https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-justice-home-affairs-and-migration/news/record-6-17-billion-for-justice-sector-in-budget-2026/
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IPRT is calling for further funding to expand the PICLS model to at least one additional 
prison in 2027. In addition to operating costs, the pilot expansion should include posts 
for 0.5 WTE Consultant Psychiatrist, one working working -grade psychiatrist, o ne 
Advanced Nurse  Pract it ione r, one  forens ic  menta l hea lth nurse , and one housing 
support worker. Cost savings could be achieved if some staff could serve on 
multiple sites and if administrative functions could be centralised. Outside of the 
greater Dublin area, the prison with the highest proportion of people on remand is 
Cork Prison, and as such, a similar service could be considered. This might also be 
supported by the relative concentration of other services in Cork City. 

Allocate at least €200,000 to the Irish Prison Service to conduct a Mental Health and 
Disability Needs Assessment  

The 2022 Health Needs Assessment for the Irish Prison Service (NHA) undertaken by 
Crowe Consulting  provides a valuable overview of areas of improvement in delivering 
health s e rvices  in Iris h pris ons .x In 20 25 . the  Iris h Pris on Se rvice  a longs ide  the  Health 
Se rvice  Execut ive  and the  Probat ion Service  adve rt is ed a  tende r to commis s ion a  
Mental Health and Disability Needs  Analys is  of the  prison popula t ion. IPRT s upport s  this  
important  init ia t ive  as  it  will s e rve  to s e t  an accura te  base line  of how many people  in 
pris on expe rience  menta l hea lth conce rns  as  we ll as  how many have  a  dis ability. It  is  
e s sent ia l tha t  it  is  appropria te ly re sourced to ens ure  the  analys is  is  robus t , 
comprehens ive , and will lead to meaningful improvements  in the  provis ion of menta l 
hea lth s e rvices  in Iris h pris ons . IPRT the re fore  ca lls  on the  Government  to a lloca te  a t  
leas t  € 20 0 ,0 0 0  to unde rtake  a  Mental Health and Disability Needs  Analys is  and to put  
in place  an e ffect ive  roadmap to implementat ion. 

Allocate €730,000 to ensure the Irish Prison Service can provide adequate addiction 
services and reduce waiting lists for people in custody 

It  is  we lcome  tha t  the  number of addict ion couns e llors , project  worke rs  and recove ry 
educa tors  in prison has  increased in recent  years , a longs ide  the  recruitment  of a  dual 
diagnos is  lead. However, despite  an e s t imated 70  per cent  of the  pris on popula t ion 
(a round 4 ,0 0 0  people ) s t ruggling with s ubs tance  misus e  and addict ion, wait ing lis t s  for 
couns e lling remain long and inacces s ible  to many people  in cus tody part icula rly those  
on remand and s e rving s hort  s entences .  

In the  pas t , the  IPS employed s ix dedica ted addict ion nurs e s , but  as  thes e  pos ts  became  
vacant , they have  not  been replaced. While  gene ral primary care  and gene ra l nurs es  
work within the  pris on s ys tem, they a re  not  ring-fenced role s  to s creen people  on 
commit ta l to pris on, t riage  them and de te rmine  what  s upport  is  bes t  s uited to each 
individua l. To enhance  exis t ing counse lling se rvices , the  IPS s hould re ins ta te  the  s ix 
nurs ing pos t s  and employ an addit ional s ix project  worke rs  acros s  the  pris on e s ta te  to 
s pecifica lly t arge t  people  on remand or on s hort  s entences  to ensure  tha t  they can 
acces s  informat ion about  recove ry and re laps e  and to link them in with community-
based s ervices  on re leas e  to prevent  re laps e  and furthe r offending.  
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The Treatment and Recovery Programme, which provides participants in prison  with 
addiction and rehabilitation supports, to prepare them for life after prison. It currently 
operate s in Mountjoy Prison but should be expanded and rolled out  to at least three 
other prisons in 2027 including the Dóchas Centre.  

3. Supports for families and children impacted by imprisonment 

Allocate €2 million to the Department of Social Protection to ensure access to financial 
and social welfare supports for people parenting alone when the other parent is 
imprisoned 

The  impris onment  of a  child’s  parent  or primary care r is  recognised as  a  profoundly 
damaging expe rience  and one  of the  ten Advers e  Childhood Expe riences  (ACEs ) with 
las t ing e ffect s  into adulthood. IPRT has  previous ly es t imated tha t  ove r 5 ,0 0 0  children 
had a  parent  in prison on any given day, a ffect ing more  than 10 ,0 0 0  children annually. 
However, with record numbers  of people  current ly in pris on, this  number is  like ly to be  
fa r highe r. To addres s  the  s ignificant  cha llenges  faced by children and families  a ffected 
by imprisonment , IPRT has  publis hed comprehens ive  re search exploring the  financia l 
impact  of familia l impris onment  on familie s  with children.xi One  of the  report ’s  primary 
findings  is  the  impact  of the  s ix-month wait ing pe riod to acces s  the  One  Parent  Family 
Payment  on parents  who are  caring for children a lone  when the  other parent  is  
impris oned. IPRT recommends  updat ing the  Department’s  ope ra t iona l guide lines  and 
removing the  s ix-month wait ing pe riod for the  One  Parent  Family Payment  and to a lign 
s upports  with thos e  ava ilable  to familie s  who expe rience  be reavement . 

4. Modernising data systems across the criminal justice system 

Provide an additional €250,000 in funding to criminal justice agencies including the 
IPS, Probation Service and Parole Board to modernise their respective data systems 
 
Effect ive  and t rus ted da ta  s ys tems  and da tabas es  a re  es sent ia l to the  e ffect ive  
opera t ion and management  of the  criminal jus t ice  s ys tem. As  well as  ens uring that  
accura te  and up-to-da te  da ta  is  mainta ined in a  compliant  way, they als o ens ure  
t rans parency, accountability and tha t  s ys temic is s ues  and t rends  are  t racked to be t te r 
inform inte rvent ions  a t  a ll point s  of the  s ys tem. This  in turn ens ures  that  the  State  
records  and re ta ins  neces sary da ta  to ens ure  tha t  any policy re sponses  a re  evidence-
informed, proport iona te  and re s pons ive . Current ly the  IPS and the  Probat ion Service  do 
not  t rack neces s ary da ta  in re la t ion to outcomes  while  the  Parole  Board has  repea tedly 
highlighted the  need for a  case-management  s ys tem to improve  e ffic iency, reduce  
de lays , and s upport  be t te r-qua lity decis ion-making. 
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https://www.irishprisons.ie/wp-content/uploads/documents_pdf/August-2026.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2012/03/supervised-bail-scotland-research-use-impact/documents/00390604-pdf/00390604-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/00390604.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2026-01-13/1729/
https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-justice-home-affairs-and-migration/collections/review-of-policy-options-for-prison-and-penal-reform-2022-2024/
https://www.mhcirl.ie/sites/default/files/2021-11/Access%20to%20mental%20health%20services%20for%20people%20in%20the%20criminal%20justice%20system%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/137256/7ad45376-140b-45b0-8685-42a00c405882.pdf
http://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/137256/7ad45376-140b-45b0-8685-42a00c405882.pdf
http://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/236035/0de04b4d-817a-41cf-9779-771ab57703ac.pdf
http://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/236035/0de04b4d-817a-41cf-9779-771ab57703ac.pdf
http://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1392072/full
http://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1392072/full
http://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/236035/0de04b4d-817a-41cf-9779-771ab57703ac.pdf
http://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/236035/0de04b4d-817a-41cf-9779-771ab57703ac.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/health-needs-assessment-for-the-irish-prison-service.pdf
https://www.iprt.ie/site/assets/files/7711/paying_the_price_-_the_cost_and_impact_of_imprisonment_on_families_in_ireland_-_final_digital.pdf

