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Though she is a 
practising Catholic 
with family links to 
the anti-abortion 
movement, Joan 
Freeman is also a 
fervent believer 
in the separation 
of Church and 
state, writes  Hugh 
O’Connell 

J
oan Freeman, the founder of Pieta 
House and independent senator, 
wants to be president because 
she believes she has a proven 
track record of serving the peo-
ple of Ireland. “I think by using 
the highest office in the land, it 
would be the greatest honour 
to continue serving the people 
of our country. And I think with 

my proven track record and the qualities 
that I’m bringing to the role, I suppose it 
makes me stand out a little bit,” she told 
The Sunday Business Post last week. 

The 60-year-old psychologist and 
mental health activist founded Pieta 
House, a suicide intervention charity, 
13 years ago, and also set up the Darkness 
into Light fundraising walk, which more 
than 200,000 people took part in last 
year. There have been sacrifices. 

“I mean, my family, my husband, my 
children, they don’t come first or second, 
sadly, they come last,” she says. “But I’m 
so obsessed with, first of all, the wellbe-
ing of this country, the wellbeing of the 
people of this country.” 

Freeman’s campaign is focused on 
mental health, but she is concerned, 
too, about homelessness, addiction and 
waiting lists. “The government is trying 
but it’s not trying hard enough,” she says. 
Running for the Dáil doesn’t interest her 
because, she argues, it took her two years 
to pass a law making it illegal for children 
to be placed in adult psychiatric wards. 
If she wanted to bring about change, she 
says, she’d need to be mental health min-
ister for ten years. 

“If I was president, I would be visiting 
one of those children in the adult psychi-
atric ward. Can you imagine what effect 
that would have?” she says. “You see the 
thing is, because of my track record, I 
have shown that I can influence people. 
Two hundred thousand people got up 
at three o’clock in the morning in May 
and walked across our country. So I’ve 

proved that. The reality is, of course, that 
the president cannot affect policy, but 
they absolutely can persuade.” 

Catholic faith 
Freeman has strong family links to the 
anti-abortion movement. Her sister is 
Theresa Lowe and her niece is Maria 
Steen, both of whom campaigned for a 
No vote in the Eighth Amendment refer-
endum. She is a practising Catholic who 
goes to Mass once a week. 

She is on record as saying that if elected 
president she will sign the forthcoming 
abortion legislation into law and she be-
lieves that church and state should be 
kept separate. Her No vote in the abortion 
referendum was not guided by her reli-
gious views. “I’ve been trying to preserve 
life for nearly the last two decades, and 
so it wouldn’t have made sense for me 
[to vote Yes].” It was reported recently 
that Freeman said in 2015 that a visit to 
Knock shrine cured her eczema. 

Hugh O’Connell: Did Knock shrine really 
cure your eczema? 

Joan Freeman: No it didn’t. Look, it 
was completely taken out of context. At 
16 years of age, I believed it. Remember 
at 16 years, that was 44 years ago – let’s 
again put things into context. But it was 

also that I was asked to speak in Knock, 
and that’s when the story came out, but 
it was completely taken out of context. 
No, it didn’t . . . I would have said that at 
16 I believed it.  

HOC: But you don’t believe it any more? 
JF: No, I don’t believe it. 

HOC: What are your thoughts on 
legislation allowing people who are 
terminally ill the right to die? 

JF: I have seen two people close to me 
who were terminally ill, and you want 
them to stop hurting and being in pain, I 
absolutely get that. But I also know that, 
for example, in Germany, legislation on 
the right to die has now filtered through 
to children, and I find that worrying. 

HOC: Can you explain? 
JF: If parents believe that their chil-

dren are terminally ill and that they’re 
suffering, there can be euthanasia. So 
it’s such a moral dilemma. But also, the 
use of euthanasia when someone is suf-
fering from mental health issues, you 
know, that has also come into play. So 
it’s something that you need to be deeply 
respectful of, especially people who are 
watching their loved ones suffer. But it 
is something, you know, again, it’s such 
a hard thing to . . .

HOC: But as president, would you sign a 
law like that? 

JF: If it was the voice of the people, if it 
was agreed by the people and wasn’t . . . 

HOC: It doesn’t seem to me that there 
needs to be a referendum with this 
particular piece of legislation? [Note: in 
2013 in a ruling on an assisted suicide 
case the Supreme Court said it was 
open to the Oireachtas to pass laws 
allowing for the right to die.] 

JF: I think it does, I think it absolutely 
. . . and again getting back to the . . .

HOC: So you think there needs to be a 
referendum on that? 

JF: Yes, because again we’re talking 
about the will of the people and instead 
of just making it happen, the people need 
to be advised, they need to be also in-
formed but they also need to be a part 
of that decision-making. 

HOC: Just to be clear, you’re saying that 
there are children in Germany being 
euthanised? 

JF: Yeah. 

HOC: And how many examples of this 
have there been? 

JF: I don’t know. I can get those facts 
for you. 

After our interview, Freeman’s spokes-
woman said the instances of terminally 
ill children being euthanised were in 
Belgium, and not Germany. She pro-
vided a link to an article in the London 
Independent last August which made 
reference to three children in Belgium 
who had been euthanised in recent years, 
after the country changed the law in 2014 
to give doctors authority to terminate a 
child’s life if the child requested it. 

Salary and funding 
There are dozens of Irish charities work-
ing in the area of suicide and mental 
health. Two years ago, the Console con-
troversy was hugely damaging to the 
sector. Freeman says she attempted to 
bring about consolidation, but that other 
suicide charities were reluctant for fear 
of losing state funding. 

As chief executive of Pieta House, Free-
man was recorded in 2013 as earning an 
annual salary of €86,000. She argues 
she was one of the lowest-paid charity 
bosses in the sector, but declines to say 
how much she earned in her time as Pieta 
boss. “Why don’t you do the maths on 
that?” she asks. “I mean, if you added up 
anybody’s salary it looks impressive. But 
the reality is, I work 70 hours a week.” 

As president, she will “take advice” on 

what to do with the €325,000 salary but 
stresses she wants to use some of this to 
reward volunteerism. She believes she 
needs to raise around €400,000 for her 
campaign, of which 60 per cent will be 
public donations and the rest through “a 
couple of business contacts”. 

HOC: Who are these people backing 
you? 

JF: So you’ve got to remember, again, 
getting back to me . . . I had to raise funds 
for the last 15 years, you know. I’ve just 
opened a second centre in New York, so 
there are contacts over there who not 
only donated to Solas House but also 
believe in what I’m trying to do. They’re 
Irish and it’s a loan. 

HOC: Yes, but who are they? 
JF: They’re just business people and, 

you know, I’d have to ask for their per-
mission to give their names. 

HOC: But would you be happy to 
disclose their names? 

JF: Yeah absolutely, yeah. 

HOC: Okay. Would you disclose them 
perhaps in this interview, or later on? 

JF: Well, only if I could get their per-
mission. 

HOC: Okay. I suppose people are 
interested to know how these 
campaigns are funded. I mean, you’re 
putting in some of your own money as 
well, is that right? 

JF: Very little, I’m afraid, yeah. 

HOC: How much? 
JF: €10,000. 

HOC: Okay, and how much from these 
business people? 

JF: Well, altogether €130,000. 

HOC: So they’re putting in €120,000? 
JF: Yeah, yeah. 

When asked to provide the names of 
business people loaning Freeman’s cam-
paign €120,000, her spokeswoman said: 
“She is currently seeking their permis-
sion to disclose their names. However, 
names will of course be made available 
to SIPO [the Standards in Public Office 
Commision] if requested, as per guide-
lines.” The names were not provided at 
the time of going to press. 

Samaritans: 116123 or email jo@
samaritans.ie 
National Suicide Helpline: 1800-247247 
Aware: 1800-804848 
Pieta House: 01-6010000 or email 
mary@pieta.ie 
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