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Oireachtas Mental Health Sub Committee Meeting 

Thursday 13th May 2021, 9.30am  

Pieta Opening Statement 

 

Thank you Chair and Sub Committee members for the time. My name is Elaine Austin. I am the CEO 

of Pieta. I am joined by Emma Dolan, our Clinical Director. We greatly appreciate the opportunity to 

engage with the members of the committee today.  

 

As members of the sub-committee may know, we, Pieta, are a nation-wide charity established in 2006 

to offer free professional, clinical 1 to 1 counselling and 24/7 crisis support for people experiencing 

suicidal ideation and self-harm, and those who have been bereaved by suicide across 20 centres and 

online.     

  

On foot of the amazing and incredible support we, Pieta, have recently received through our Darkness 

into Light event, which happened just last weekend – I feel it is important that we acknowledge the 

united and collective voice behind our purpose and in aid of our cause. This collective voice is greater 

than the sum of its parts. It speaks of a different and better future. It is a voice that is filled with hope.  

  

Over 140,000 people across Ireland got up in the dark and came out, in the wind and rain, to support 

a cause they have a deep connection to. They have shown that they profoundly care about the people 

we help – those struggling with suicidal ideation, experiencing self-harm and those who have been 

bereaved by suicide.   

  

We are hugely grateful for this incredible support. We are listening, we know what we must do to 

deliver on their ask.  

 

Over the last year, we have focused on increasing our impact and lifting our capability across 3 key 

areas: Awareness, Access and Availability.   

  

Awareness: We launched a nationwide campaign ‘Know Suicide, Know the Signs’ to lift awareness and 

provide information and practical support for those concerned about loved ones who may be at risk 

of self-harm or suicide.  
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Access: We significantly improved our access to free crisis intervention and bereavement 1 to 1 

counselling, by launching phone and video-based counselling on top of our face-to-face therapy across 

our locations nationwide. We have stretched our reach, we remained open, we ensured consistent 

access to services, through every lockdown, through every set of restrictions.   

  

We launched a national booking line, making it easier for our clients to receive a risk assessment and 

be assigned a dedicated therapist who will work with them through the 12-week journey of care.   

  

Availability: Our qualified and accredited team of 100+ therapists supported over 7,000 clients last 

year delivering over 52,000 therapy hours of 1 to 1 counselling for people experiencing suicidal 

ideation, self-harm and those who have been bereaved by suicide. We received over 70,000 calls and 

texts into our 24/7 crisis helpline, and supported over 600 families and households in the immediate 

aftermath of a loss through suicide.    

We delivered more services, significantly increasing the size of our fully qualified helpline team, and 

have focused on expanding our therapist teams right across all of our locations.   

  

Impact of Covid  

This past year has been challenging beyond measure for both our clients and our staff. Our teams have 

been remarkably resilient and adapted again and again to ensure we continued to deliver a 

professional and highly governed service, prioritising our clients needs at all times. We recognise that 

this has been really tough at times, the road has not been easy, our teams, like so many others, have 

had to deliver highly demanding clinical services, while balancing their personal and home lives.  We 

are enormously grateful for their efforts.  

As a charity, we exist for our clients. We know they have experienced higher levels of fear, anxiety, 

stress, hopelessness, isolation and loneliness across all age groups in the last year. We can provide 

more information in the session today on this. We responded quickly to the additional needs of our 

clients. We made significantly more out-going check in calls while our clients were waiting for centres 

to reopen.   

Over 25% of our clients have attempted suicide before coming to Pieta, and one third of our clients 

are under 18.  We have prioritized our high-risk clients and our younger clients across our locations 

for face-to-face therapy. It is important to see the whole person, read the body language to get behind 

how a person can be feeling in that exact moment.    

Last year we answered 30% more crisis calls and texts than in 2019, and this year we have already 

answered over 22,000 calls and texts to our helpline. Over the past year, our helpline has seen a spike 

in calls on a number of occasions, mostly when restrictions were announced and/or Covid case 

numbers were rising. These calls and texts are not simple statistics, they are real contacts between 

our people and vulnerable clients in the community.   
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In the past few weeks, we have started to see an increase in demand for our services. With an 

uncertain economic outlook, we anticipate and expect this rise in demand to continue as we move 

further into 2021.     

Increased demand from vulnerable people who need our services is a challenge we will respond to as 

a priority.  We will do everything we can, and then some, with the resources entrusted to us.  There is 

much work to be done.   

Pieta is an organisation of 220 people. We are a registered and regulated charity. We have a 

responsibility to show good stewardship, efficiency and effectiveness to those who fund us, whoever 

they may be.    

The funding stability we received over the past year has safeguarded the delivery of our services. There 

was an outstanding response from our donors to our funding crisis, and the huge support for our 

Darkness into Light event, proudly supported by Electric Ireland and our Darkness into Light 

committees, and the increase in our state funding by 25% in 2020 positions us to deliver more.   

As members may know, our State funding was €3.4m in 2020 - representing about one-fifth of our 

total funding, with the other four-fifths coming from donations.   

 

We are increasing our impact and our reach this year across 3 key areas: 

Expansion: We are expanding the scale of our 1 to 1 therapy to meet the existing and growing demand 

for suicide intervention and self-harm crisis counselling.    

  

Adaption: We are adapting our existing model of care ‘The Pieta Way’ to further support vulnerable 

groups, including providing greater support for families to help them better help their children 

through their counselling journey.   

   

Prevention: We want to invest further in building resilience, especially among our young adults and 

children, to help them cope with the often unpredictable and difficult challenges of life, especially at 

this time of Covid.  Our key approach to delivering this increased resilience will be through our school-

based Resilience Academy and our Amber Flag initiatives.  

  

We want to look at opportunities to provide a level of post-intervention care for our clients, giving 

them additional support if they feel they are falling back into crisis.   

  

The reason we exist as an organisation is to bring about A simple, easily accessed crisis support 

counselling service that helps all people improve their mental health wellbeing, no exceptions, no-

one left behind.   
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Pieta’s purpose is to deliver on this.  We have an extraordinary level of support from the collective 

voice that stands behind us. We see a great opportunity now, not only for Pieta but also for those with 

whom we work in partnership, including our government and our public representatives, to get more 

done. We know we are facing a particular challenge in dealing with the particular circumstances that 

have been presented by COVID-19. We have to continue to deliver successfully for our clients. 

   

I hope that a number of things may come from our opportunity to engage with you today: 

As members will know there are many policy issues involved in the areas in which Pieta works, and I 

hope that we may get an opportunity to exchange some views on these with the sub-committee.  

We are always grateful for the help and advice public representatives can give us navigating the 

sometimes complex landscape of mental health services. Our national Mental Health Strategy ‘Sharing 

the Vison’ clearly calls for a new multi-agency, multi sectoral approach to the mental health system in 

Ireland. We appreciate that a more integrated approach will help our clients receive the care they 

need regardless of where they enter or exit services.  

One of the most important priorities for us is that we have a sustainable future for the organisation. 

We have ambitious plans for services to our clients and we want to be there to stay with our clients 

over the long term.  

To continue to be there for clients we must continue to be funded, and to have support and standing 

not only with our clients and donors but also with the Government and the members of these Houses.  

In return for this, we must be in a position to demonstrate the value of what we do and our standards, 

our governance and our efficiency and effectiveness in stewardship of the funds with which we are 

entrusted.   

Finally, we want to see an increase in the volume and capability of psychotherapists and counsellors, 

to benefit across all mental health services and to meet the current and future demand for services.   

In summation, it is important to us at Pieta, especially in this time of Covid, that each and every person 

who has the courage to ask for help is given the time, respect, and the support they critically need to 

find their hope.   

  

Thank you. 

 


