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HSE was NOT told of payments and is 
launching inquiry after MoS investigation

CHARITY 
CHIEFS 
GOT €2M 
IN SECRET
TOP-UPS 
A TAXPAYER-FUNDED charity 
in receipt of hundreds of millions 
from the HSE made secret top-up 
payments worth millions to more 
than a dozen senior managers, an 
Irish Mail on Sunday investigation 
can reveal. 

The payouts by the Saint John of God 
group, from its own funds, appear to 
have been designed to circumvent 

strict HSE rules forbidding health 
agencies funded by the State – known 
as Section 38 agencies –  from breaking 
public-sector pay limits.

Today our investigation can reveal: 
 14 executives shared up to €2m in 

upfront lump sum top-ups.
 Each payment was between €50,000 

and €250,000.
 The payouts were not declared in any 

publicly available accounts.
 The HSE was not informed until after 

the MoS confronted St John of God
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14 shared up to €2m in top-ups
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How account 
of what head 
of St John of 
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changed…

executives about the matter. Our revelations come in a week in 
which the controversy surrounding suicide charity Console 
has highlighted the lack of statutory powers afforded to the 
Charities Regulatory Authority.

The HSE has confirmed that on foot of today’s MoS revela-
tions it is launching an investigation into ‘concerns regarding 
St John of God’s compliance with public pay policy’. 

As part of ‘a full review of the matter’ the HSE also said it 
would examine options for recovering the money. 

‘The HSE was never at any time consulted on any – so-called 
– buyout of pay entitlements for senior staff members at St 
John of God,’ a spokesman said. ‘As discussed with St John of 
God since the HSE became aware of this, St John of God should 
have fully disclosed this to HSE at that time,’ he said.

A Government source told the MoS, based on our revelations, 
that the Public Accounts Committee will be asked to examine 
the St John of God organisation. 

The new chairman of the PAC Seán Fleming last night 
described the payouts, and the manner in which they were 
made, as ‘outrageous’. ‘The PAC will be taking this up with the 
HSE,’ he said. ‘The Section 38 issue is not finished business at 
all as far as the PAC is concerned.’  

The publicly funded charity sector in Ireland has been con-

vulsed by pay and governance scandals ever since controversy 
erupted over salary levels at the Central Remedial Clinic and 
Rehab in 2013. These scandals ultimately resulted in the entire 
board of the CRC stepping down and the resignation of long-
standing Rehab chief Angela Kerins. 

The St John of God group was one of a number of publicly 
funded Section 38 agencies – the Central Remedial Clinic 
among them – found to be in breach of pay rules by a HSE audit 
in 2013.

As a result the charity – which receives €125m of its €150m 
annual budget from the State – was facing 20% funding cuts 
unless it became compliant with public sector pay rules.

However, instead of cutting unauthorised payments to manag-
ers, as instructed by the HSE, the group arranged a secret pay 
deal to buy out the value of the top-ups to executives up to the 
point of retirement. The deal was concluded in December 2013.

Managers who received the payouts include group CEO John 
Pepper, finance director Annamarie McGill, regional director 
Clare Dempsey and procurement director Jane McEvoy. None 
of these executives commented when approached by the MoS.

The HSE was never informed or consulted about the transac-
tion by the St John of God group until last Saturday – the day 
after the MoS first confronted executives about the matter.

The clandestine nature of the payments allowed the charity 
to declare it was compliant with HSE pay rules each year after 

2013 – while in fact the top-ups had been paid 
in advance. 

The St John of God group has confirmed the 
payments were made to ensure compliance 
with pay rules and said they ‘were made 
directly by the Order and not from public 
funds’.

But under HSE and Department of Health 
rules, all Section 38 agencies must comply 
with public-sector pay scales and cannot top 

up wages through the use of private funds or 
otherwise.

Each agency must also sign annual declara-
tions of compliance and annual service level 
agreements with the HSE in order to receive 
each year’s funding allocation. 

The MoS has confirmed the St John of God 
group signed annual compliance statements, 
declaring compliance with public sector 
remuneration rules, in 2013, 2014 and 2015.

These were signed by the chairman of the St 
John of God group, Brother Donatus Forkan. 
He is the Provincial of the Saint John of God 
Order.

In order to get its State funding allocation, 
the group also signed annual service level 
agreements with the HSE which contained 
specific provisions specifying that pay rules 
were being complied with. These were 
signed by St John of God group CEO, 
John Pepper. 

Breaches of these agreements and 
declarations can result in the HSE 
moving to recoup funds paid in unau-
thorised top-ups either directly via 
salary deductions, or from the annual 
allocation to the agency concerned. 

The HSE has confirmed it is investi-
gating the possibility of recouping 
funds in this fashion by using 
powers contained in the 
Financial Emergency 
Measures in the Public 
Interest Act. 

Despite the HSE’s 
investigation, the 
group insisted ‘there 
were no incorrect 
payments made’. 

Asked about the 
2013 payments 
appearing to be in 
breach of the spirit 
and the letter of 

HSE Section 38 pay rules a 
spokesman said: ‘We have noth-
ing to say about whether some-
thing is in breach of the spirit 
or letter of the HSE Section 
38 payrolls and public sector 
payrolls. 

‘As a body in receipt of 
public funds the clear 
objective is to do things 
within the law and as stated 
in compliance with public 
pay policy rules at all times, 
as was the case here.’

It is also a condition of 
access to public service 
health pension schemes 

‘Not finished business at all as 
far as PAC is concerned’ 

SATURDAY JUNE 18: 
In an interview with Brother Donatus 
Forkan – head of the John of God order in 
western Europe – the MoS asks a general 
question about how the group became 
compliant with Section 38 pay rules. ‘We 
are compliant. There’s no questions 
about that,’ he said. Asked what changes 
took place to bring about compliance he 
said: ‘I can’t recall what changes… but we 
certainly became compliant. We didn’t 
see ourselves not in compliance but… we 
reassessed and re-examined and we 
certainly are and have been compliant.’ 

SATURDAY JUNE 25: 
The MoS raises buyout payments of 
up to €2m to St John of God 
management. The group releases a 
statement confirming payments 
were made by the Provincial 
Council of the Saint John of 
God Hospitaller Order ‘to 
ensure compliance with 
public pay policy’. ‘The 
payments were made 
directly by the Order, not 
from public funds and 
were subject to normal 
statutory deductions… 
payments ensured the 
contractual obligations 
with its managers were 
discharged.’ 

SATURDAY JULY 2:
The MoS asks the Order if Brother 
Forkan – who signed the group’s compli-
ance statements each year since 2013 – 
regretted stating he could not recall how 
the group became compliant. A spokes-
man says Brother Forkan ‘regretted’ there 
had been ‘a misunderstanding’ when he 
was asked about Section 38 compliance 
during an interview set up specifically to 
discuss a controversial trip to an Orlando 
conference by St John of God managers. 

The spokesman said Brother Forkan had 
prepared for the meeting in that context 
and ‘provided all the facts and informa-

tion about the conference’. ‘When 
asked about the Section 38 compli-
ance, as he was not the Provincial in 
2013, he said honestly and openly 
he couldn’t remember all the detail. 
Because he was talking to a newspa-

per, he would clearly like to have all 
the facts and not provide any inaccu-

rate information. The inference that he 
said something else is incorrect.’

HEAD OF THE 
ORDER: Provincial 
Brother Donatus 
Forkan

CHARITIES IN CRISIS



5JULY 3 • 2016  The Irish Mail on Sunday

14 shared up to €2m in top-ups

State funds and top-ups at John of 
God dwarf aid for CRC and Rehab

that staff are paid in accordance with 
Department of Health salary scales. 

The St John of God group has confirmed 
that those in receipt of secret payments in 
2013 include members of these pension 
schemes. The HSE has confirmed this 
aspect will form part of its investigation.

A spokesman confirmed the HSE is also 
investigating whether or not other Section 
38 agencies may have declared themselves 
compliant with pay policy by making simi-
lar secret payments to managers. 

PAC chairman Mr Fleming said he’d be 
‘interested to know’ how the payouts were 
treated for tax purposes. 

‘I’d say that the taxation side of it will 
require further examination… Is the tax 
compliant by the normal meaning of the 
word or is it a technical interpretation of it 

by tax advisers? That will have to be estab-
lished as well.

‘John of God can’t have it both ways,’ 
added Mr Fleming. ‘This is an organisation 
that is overwhelmingly funded by the tax-
payer and they must comply with public 

sector rules in its entirety. There’s no scope 
for payments like that in the public serv-
ice. This option wouldn’t have been availa-
ble in the public service. This is a tax 
payer-funded organisation, almost exclu-

sively, and they can’t be allowed to do these 
things.’

The Irish Nurses and Midwives Organi-
sation – whose members recently voted for 
strike action over proposed cuts at St John 
of God facilities – called for an independ-
ent investigation into the charity. 

‘This will be of considerable anger and 
concern to our members,’ said INMO indus-
trial relations officer Michael Dineen. ‘I 
believe there is merit in an external party 
looking at the management structures and 
the workings of the organisation.’

The revelations come a fortnight after 
the MoS revealed how the St John of God 
group spent more than €23,000 sending six 
members of staff to an Orlando conference 
earlier this month while it was cutting 
services back home. 

Separately parts of the St John of God 
facilities in Drumcar, Co. Louth, and St 
Raphael’s in Celbridge, Co. Kildare, closed 
recently after damning HIQA care audits. 

iosinvestigations@gmail.com

CHARITY MANAGERS: St John of God Provincial Brother Donatus Forkan, regional directors Teresa Mallon and Phil Gray, Community 
Services CEO Bernadette Shevlin, regional directors Clare Demspey and Pauline Bergin and group chief executive John Pepper

‘John of God can’t have  
it both ways’ 

WELL 
GROOMED: 

Group 
finance 
director 

Annamarie 
McGill this 

week
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THE publicly funded charity sector in Ireland 
has been convulsed by pay and governance 
scandals ever since controversy erupted 
over salary levels at the Central Remedial 
Clinic and Rehab in 2013.

These scandals ultimately resulted in the 
entire board of the CRC stepping down and 
the resignation of long-standing Rehab chief 
executive Angela Kerins. 

But the amount of State money for which 
the St John of God group management is 
responsible far exceeds the amount given to 
the CRC and Rehab.

And the cumulative millions in unauthorised 
top-ups paid out to St John of God manag-
ers – led by chief executive John Pepper – 
also dwarfs the vastly criticised amounts 
paid to the CRC’s Paul Kiely and Rehab’s 
Angela Kerins.

The managers at the St John of God  
group – who we now know received secret 
unauthorised top-ups worth millions – are 
responsible for managing a HSE allocation 
of €125m a year.

This dwarfs the €13m paid to the CRC and 
the €50m paid to Rehab each year by the 
HSE. 

Because the CRC and the St John of God 
group are significantly funded by the State, 

they are classed as Section 38 agencies. 
These agencies must abide by public sector 
pay rules as their employees are legally 
considered to be public servants. 

The secret payments to St John of God 
executives took place in December 2013, 
the same month that the entire board of 
the CRC resigned. 

The CRC pay scandal was 
prompted by a March 2013 HSE 
audit focused on unauthorised 
management top-ups across all 44 
Section 38 agencies, 
including the St John of 
God group. 

In all, 147 executives 
in these groups were 
found to be receiving 
unauthorised top-ups 
and the HSE ordered 
that top-ups to managers 
at dozens of groups – such 
as the National Maternity Hospital  
in Holles Street and St Vincent’s 
Hospital – be eliminated.

The St John of God group, too, was 
instructed to cease paying top-ups.

Many of the Section 38 agencies then 
sought to retain top-ups, arguing that they 

were bound by contractual obligations to 
their staff. Ultimately, on legal advice, the 
HSE allowed 67 executives to retain their 
perks while top-up payments to another 47 
people ceased.

CRC chief Mr Kiely, resigned before the 
details of his remuneration became public.

The John of God group took a very 
different approach. Instead of arguing 
to retain perks on legal grounds, the 

group secretly paid them up-front 
and then declared themselves 

compliant.
The St John of God group 
is part of a huge 
international Catholic 

organisation with over 300 
hospitals and centres 
providing health and 

social care in 53 countries 
throughout the world.
In Ireland the charity is 

largely taxpayer-funded and employs 
more than 2,000 people, mostly in the 

intellectual disability sector.
It is grouped into a number of limited 

companies, all of which have charitable 
status. None of its managers’ salaries are 
declared in the charity’s accounts.
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The day I discovered my dad 
was Holly and Jessica’s killer, 
Soham murderer Ian Huntley 

By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

THE CEO of State-funded charity St John 
of God has at least five family members 
 employed at or providing paid services to the 
charity, the Irish Mail on Sunday can reveal.

The revelation is expected to heap more pres-
sure on the charity’s boss John Pepper – who is 
paid €182,000 a year, only slightly less than the 
Taoiseach, and who received a secret top-up 
 payment of €600,000 in 2013. 

The MoS revealed last week that Mr Pepper was 
among 14 St John of God executives who shared 
more than €1.6m in secret buyouts of pay

 Turn to Page 4 
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‘Involving family  is unacceptable’ 
entitlements in November 2013. 

Since then parents and staff rep-
resentatives facing the brunt of 
continuing cuts to the services pro-
vided by St John of God have de-
manded the money be returned.

In addition the HSE has confirmed 
that St John of God is not in 
 compliance with public pay policy 
due to the group CEO Mr Pepper’s 
salary, and the €125,000 salary of 
another St John of God executive, 
Clare Dempsey, who also received 
a secret top-up.

A Public Accounts Committee 
hearing this Friday, to be attend-
ed by the HSE, is to focus on St 
John of God. Amid continuing 
anger at the secret payouts, 
the HSE this week wrote 
to all Section 38 agencies  – 
health agencies funded by 
the State – to ask if they 
too had made secret 
payments to execu-
tives before declaring 
compliance with public 
pay rules.

An MoS survey of 
a number of Section 
38 agencies discov-
ered that at least two 
other organisations 
made lump sum 
payments, which 
can be described 
as buyouts, in 
2013 – although 
both Tallaght 
Hospital and 
St Vincent’s 
Hospital have 
insisted that 
they informed 
the HSE about these payments.

One of the five roles occupied by 
Mr Pepper’s family – a position as 

head of maintenance at the charity’s 
St Mary’s campus at Drumcar Co. 
Louth – was awarded to the char-
ity chief’s younger brother Seamus 
Pepper in 2006. John Pepper is 
from Co. Louth and lives just out-
side Dundalk.

Subsequently Seamus’s son, 
James Pepper, became a staff 
member at the same facility – a 
residential and daycare centre for 
people with intellectual disabilities 
– as did another female relative.

The MoS has also confirmed that 
John Pepper’s own son – also called 
John – became head of Human 
 Resources at Drumcar two years 
ago while his wife Catherine is 
paid to provide therapy services on 
a freelance basis at the centre.

There is no suggestion of any 
wrongdoing on the part of any of 
these family members and there 
is no suggestion that they are not 
suitably qualified for the positions 
they hold.

John Pepper last night rejected 
any suggestion that he played a 
role in securing jobs or payment 
for family members. Nevertheless, 
in the wake of the ongoing Console 
scandal which also involved fam-
ily members of the CEO being em-
ployed at that charity – Public Ac-
counts Committee chairman Seán 
Fleming called for the St John of 
God board to address the issue.

Responding to the appearance of 
nepotism, Mr Fleming said: ‘Re-
ports of close family involvement 
in relation to the running of an 
organisation that’s substantially 

funded by the HSE and the Irish 
taxpayer is unacceptable.’

Seamus Pepper became head of 
maintenance at Drumcar after 
his predecessor left following an 
internal grievance involving Sea-
mus Pepper. Seamus had worked 
at Drumcar since 2001 in a more 

junior role. The settlement, about 
which the HSE was not informed, 
involved the payment of €66,000 to 
the previous head of maintenance 
and came from funds provided to 
St John of God by the taxpayer. 

As part of that settlement, the 
departing head of maintenance 

was also provided with fees to 
do a course aimed at setting up a 
 contracting firm and was guaran-
teed that his new business would 
get maintenance work at St John of 
God facilities. The date of this set-
tlement was May 10, 2006.

A union official who negotiated 

the deal – and another person 
who was in attendance – told the 
MoS last night that St John of God 
CEO, John Pepper was present in 
 meetings to agree the settlement 
that vacated the head of mainte-
nance position.

But a spokesman for St John 

From Page One

Top-ups at Tallaght and St Vincent’s
TWO more voluntary bodies providing services 
for the HSE have confirmed to the Irish Mail 
on Sunday that they have given lump-sum 
payments to staff being paid allowances 
outside the standard HSE pay scales. 

Tallaght Hospital and St Vincent’s Hospital 
said they had made the HSE aware of these 
payments. Almost three years ago the HSE 
audited salaries paid to agencies providing 
health services under ‘Section 38’ funding 
rules including St John of God following 

revelations of top-ups at the Central Reme-
dial Clinic. 

Tallaght Hospital told the MoS this week 
nine salaries were discussed with the HSE: 
‘There were buyouts in two cases of corpo-
rate contractual liability which are now 
compliant … No senior managers are in 
receipt of privately funded top-up payments.’ 

During discussions on pay between the HSE 
and St Vincent’s Hospital in 2014, the hospital 
chairman said it would ‘swing around into 
compliance’. 

A spokesman said: ‘Two senior staff 
members were paid once-off compensation 
due to a financial loss arising from a unilat-
eral breach of their contracts of employment. 
This compensation was paid from private 
group income at no cost to the public hospi-
tals or the Exchequer.’ 

By Nimah Griffin

Family members worked 
in single local facility THE WIFE

John Pepper’s wife 
Catherine is paid to 
provide therapy 
services on a 
freelance basis at 
Drumcar centre. She 
lives with John, 
outside nearby 
Dundalk. 

THE BROTHER
Seamus Pepper is the head 
of maintenance at Drumcar. 
He has worked there since 
2001, initially in a more junior 
role, before becoming main-
tenance boss in 2006, when 
the old head left after settle-
ment of a grievance involving 
Seamus. 

THE SON
John Pepper Jr joined Drumcar two years ago and is head of 
HR. He is an avid GAA player and plays for Geraldines GAA, 
where his father is also heavily involved.

v1
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of God responded to say that  
Mr Pepper had at no time ‘been 
 directly involved in the employ-
ment or grievance process of any 
family member at Drumcar’. 

The spokesman said the griev-
ance process had been managed by 
an independent consultant and ‘the 
outcome was signed off at local 
management level’.

He also said all employment 
of Pepper family members at 
 Drumcar had been ‘conducted on 
a localised basis by managers in 
Drumcar’ and that it was ‘custom-

ary in a rural community that a 
large employer attracts numerous 
family members into employment’.

PAC Chairman Mr Fleming said 
the 2006 settlement which re-
sulted in the maintenance position 
at Drumcar being vacated – to be 
then occupied by a brother of the 
CEO – was ‘shocking’.  

‘I’m calling on the chairman of 
the board of St John of God to make 
a public statement on the matter,’ 
said Mr Fleming. ‘I’m calling on 
the board of directors of John of 
God to take immediate action on 

this in the interest of their own 
 organisation because they are 
funded by the State.

All Section 38 groups, like the St 
John of God group, must follow 
public service appointment rules 
which involve the public advertise-

ment of job vacancies and competi-
tive recruitment procedures.

The MoS asked the St John of God 
group to specify when and where 
the positions awarded to family 
members of Mr Pepper had been 
advertised. 

The charity did not address this 
question directly other than to 
say that ‘recruitment in St Mary’s 
Drumcar, is in line with best prac-
tice and in accordance with the 
 applicable regulations, policies and 
procedures at any given time’. 

On Friday the matter – together 

with the Console scandal – will be 
the focus of a PAC hearing with the 
HSE present. Mr Fleming said: ‘We 
want to start with the HSE. They 
are the gatekeepers in all of this.’

He said it was unclear whether 
or not the PAC would eventually 
be able to hear from executives at 
St John of God because the com-
mittee lacked powers to compel 
attendance. Asked last night if its 
executives would attend the PAC a 
spokesman for St John of God said 
they had not yet been asked.

iosinvestigations@gmail.com

MARY D’Arcy’s son Micheál, 34, has Down 
Syndrome and has used the services at St John of 
God all his life. 

On Friday, the family attended a fund-raising 
dance for buying a van to transport Mary’s son and 
his peers to activities. Her voice breaks and 
cracks with emotion as Mary speaks about the 
recent revelations of management lump sum 
payments coming to almost over €1.6m. Explaining 
how her son avails of day activities run through 
the Hilltop Services in Dundalk, she said: ‘They 
don’t have vehicles to bring Micheál and the others 
to the activities. The two women running it are 
using their own cars. We donated €5,000 from the 
Parents and Friends group, and I asked the 
director if they would match that. She said no. 
Parents are very angry, we’re all angry.’ 

The distressed mother was equally irate about a 
previous revelation by this newspaper that more 
than €23,000 was spent taking six senior St John of 
God managers to a conference in Florida. 

Mary said: ‘The day that story was printed we 
were having a church-gate collection for the 
services, we were standing in the pouring rain and 
someone rang us to say this is what they’re 
spending money on. 

‘I took that paper to another event, and I brought 
it up to the director Teresa Mallon and I said I was 
just disgusted they could spend €23,000 on a 

this money, why are they not 
investigating?’ 

Mary revealed that services at St 
John of God in Drumcar, Co. Louth, 
have been cut and trimmed back in 
recent times. 

Dinners were once provided for 
the service users, but they now pay 
€5 every day for their food. A small 
wage which used to be paid for 
workshop hours was also taken 
away. Families now also pay a fee 
for use of a pool where vital 
therapy and activities take place, 
especially important for people 
with limited mobility and unable to 
walk far without pain. 

holiday to Florida. I didn’t get a 
response, I was fuming. 

‘She just looked and didn’t answer 
– what’s new? I sent her an email, 
and I sent John Pepper an email but 
I didn’t get a reply.’ 

During her 30-plus years with the 
organisation and despite being 
involved in many different fund-
raising committees, she’s never 
been able to have a talk with group 
chief executive John Pepper, she 
said. This was even though the 
Parents and Friends group had 
provided sensory rooms, mobile 
homes and minibuses for the 
services. However, Mary stressed 
that the parents do not feel anger 

towards the staff who they deal 
with day in, day out. ‘They’re 
fantastic young people, they are the 
heroes – not the hierarchy who’re 
getting paid top dollars. They’re not 
being paid enough to do the job,’ 
she said. 

‘I’m 65, nearly 66 – and we parents 
are so tired. We were the first 
generation to take our kids out of 
institutions and into our homes.  

‘We’re doing a walk on Monday, it 
never stops. I do it because of other 
parents, and other families are just 
afraid to speak up. All this is just so 
frustrating, it makes my blood boil.

‘The HSE are the ones paying out 

They paid 
€23k for 
US trip but 
refused  
us €5,000
By Niamh Griffin 
HEALTH CORRESPONDENT

FRUSTRATED: After 
years of fundraising, 
Mary D’Arcy and her 
son Micheál are now 
demanding answers

PAC to question  
HSE gatekeepers
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BOSSES at St John of God spent 
 thousands of euro hiring private detec-
tives to carry out covert surveillance on  
employees, the Irish Mail on Sunday 
can reveal.

One of those employees has come forward 
as a whistleblower to tell her story. Breda 

Claffey says being spied on by her employ-
ers had a devastating impact on her and left 
her feeling ‘humiliated’ and ‘crushed’. 

Employment law specialists condemned 
the surveillance as unacceptable and ‘indic-
ative of an exceptionally unhealthy culture’ 
within an organisation.

This is just the latest in a series of contro-
versies the MoS has exposed at the St John 
of God charity, including €1.6m in secret  

top-ups that was paid to 14 senior managers. 
The first Mrs Claffey knew of the surveil-

lance, which continued over eight weeks in 
2007, was when she was called into a meet-
ing in October 2007 and told she was being

By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

 Turn to Page 4 
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Brought into meeting and told she was being suspended and   handed envelope of surveillance reports as explanation

suspended on full pay pending an 
investigation into alleged discrep-
ancies in ‘time and attendance’ in 
the course of her work at the chari-
ty’s centre at St Raphael’s in 
 Celbridge, Co. Kildare.

Two other employees were also 
called into the meeting. Mrs Claffey 
was handed an envelope and told its 
contents would explain everything. 
Inside she found surveillance 
reports detailing her daily move-
ments through July and August 
2007 and again in October 2007. 

The reports included details such 
as what time she left her house in 
the morning, when she arrived at 
work, how long her car was parked 
there, and what time she returned 
to her home. 

She said that immediately after 
the meeting: ‘I came home and 
closed the blinds. I was terrified of 
being watched.’

At the time she was put under sur-
veillance, Mrs Claffey – a long-
standing employee at the charity 
– was responsible for securing com-
munity employment for intellectu-
ally disabled St John of God clients. 
She has successfully placed 43 
 clients of St Raphael’s in jobs in the 
local community.

Prior to this Mrs Claffey had an 
unblemished employment record 
and had received no written or verbal 
warnings about any concerns.

‘They said I was being put out of 
work because of my time-keeping 
and attendance,’ Mrs Claffey said. 
‘They wanted me to leave my phone, 
my diary and my keys and to leave 
the building and go.’

She contacted her union who 
arranged to meet with John Pepper, 
then human resources chief of St 
John of God. Mr Pepper later 
became group CEO of the charity.
Mrs Claffey was able to explain 
any alleged discrepancies in her 
time-keeping and her mileage 
claims and was reinstated in her 
original position after three months 
and worked at the Celbridge centre 
until her recent retirement.

‘I got on to Siptu,’ she said, ‘we 
went for meetings with John Pepper 
and his secretary at the time and we 
went through each of these days 
and I was able to say where I was.’

She added: ‘I was crushed by it. 
My husband had been seriously ill 
and I had no fight left in me.’ She 
said she felt humiliated by the 
experience and ‘that’s why I’ve 
taken early retirement’. 

The surveillance reports were 
ordered and provided to Clare 
Dempsey by Insight Investigations 
– a now defunct Dublin-based firm 
of private investigators.

Clare Dempsey was at the time 
responsible for running St Rap-
hael’s though she is now CEO of 
John of God Community Services 
Ltd – the group firm which receives 
€150m annually from the HSE.

Ms Dempsey, who earns €125,000 
annually, and St John of God group 
CEO John Pepper, who earns 
€185,000, were among the recipi-
ents of the €1.6m in secret top-ups 
paid to 14 senior managers at the 
charity in 2013.

With industry prices for surveil-
lance of this type costing about €50 
an hour plus mileage the cost to the 
St John of God group could have 
come to €15,000.

Union sources in the health area 
said last night they had not come 
across another case in which an 

employee had been spied on in this 
fashion. Legal experts too were 
baffled by the decision of a charity 
to spy on its workers.

‘It’s more akin to something you’d 
expect from MI5 or MI6 but not 
from a charity,’ said one prominent 
lawyer who asked not to be named.

Another employment rights law-
yer, Kevin Brophy, questioned why 
the St John of God group had not 
simply asked its employees about 
any concerns it may have had.

‘The first step shouldn’t be a pri-
vate investigator,’ he said. ‘What 
happened to all the other steps 
before that? If there’s a concern 
then they should put it to her.’

Mr Brophy said a private investi-
gator should be ‘absolutely the last 
resort’ and ‘should certainly not be 
utilised for something like time-
keeping.’

He also pointed to the negative 
atmosphere such practices would 
spread throughout an organisation.

‘It’s like a cancer that would go 
through the organisation,’ he said. 
‘It’s indicative of an exceptionally 
unhealthy culture.’ 

Numerous employees of the St 
John of God group – including a 
separate whistleblower who helped 
the MoS expose the secret top-ups 
scandal – said they had heard of 
private detectives being used by 
management.

Aidan Twomey, an employment 
law barrister and consultant to the 

International Labour Organisation,  
said he would never advise putting 
employees under surveillance. 

‘Employees have rights and they 
need to be respected. It’s certainly 
not something that I’d be recom-
mending to people.

‘On a purely legal level there are 
real concerns around data protec-
tion. You are gathering personal 
data relating to individuals without 
their consent and you’re process-
ing it without their consent and 

‘Told me to leave the 
building and go’

I felt crushed and humiliated by it all

I came home 
and closed the 
blinds. I was 
terrified of 
being watched

St John of God employee Breda 
Claffey was spied on by her 
employers over eight weeks and 
then suspended over alleged 
time-keeping and attendance 
discrepancies. This is her story.

For a long time after she discov-
ered she had been spied on Breda 
Claffey couldn’t help but peep 
through her front blinds to see if 
she was still being watched – an 
understandable reaction for 
someone who had been placed 
under covert surveillance by 
private investigators. 

She first discovered her 
employers had put her under 
surveillance when she was called 
into a meeting in October 2007.

‘They said that I was being put 
out of work because of my time 
keeping and attendance,’ she 
recalls. ‘They wanted me to leave 
my phone, my diary and my keys 
and to leave the building and go. 

‘I didn’t even know what they 

meant about time and attendance 
and they said this envelope will 
explain everything.

‘I opened the file. They told me 
not to open the letter but my 
name was on it and I opened it 
because I didn’t understand what 
they meant about time and attend-

ance – then I looked and thought, 
“Oh my God, you’ve had me 
followed by private detective.”’

Placed on immediate suspen-
sion – despite never being issued 
with a warning of any kind – Mrs 
Claffey contacted her union.

‘I got on to Siptu. We went for 

meetings with John Pepper [St 
John of God Group CEO] and his 
secretary at the time and we went 
through each of these days and I 
was able to say where I was.

‘Because they said I wasn’t in 
work at particular times they 
produced my mileage. So then it 
became about money – that I had 
over-claimed mileage money. 
And, in fact, I hadn’t. I was able 
to go through everything with 
them. At the end I couldn’t 
account for 30km at the meeting 
and they said then that I owed 
the service €67 which they took 
out of my wages when I went 
back to work.

‘In actual fact I found the 
discrepancy afterwards but I 
didn’t follow it up and I should 
have. The discrepancy was I took 
service users on a late night to a 
racecourse down in Naas. I 
claimed the mileage for that but 
I didn’t have it written in my 
diary when I was going through 

it. I was just confused, I was 
under pressure, I was shaking. I 
was nervous. So I was trying to 
think quickly on the spot and it 
wasn’t until I came home I 
realised there was no discrep-
ancy. But they made me pay back 
that €67.

‘I found out in early to mid-
November that there was not 
going to be an investigation and 
that I would be free to go back to 
work.’

After three months Mrs Claffey 
returned to work successfully 
until her retirement in June  
this year. ‘I was crushed by it. 
My husband had been seriously 
ill and I had no fight left in me. I 
could have taken a case but I 
knew if I didn’t go back in 
January I’d never go back and I 
needed to go back to work. 

Mrs Claffey said she felt  
humiliated over the next seven 
years and ‘that’s why I’ve taken 
early retirement’.

By Michael O’Farrell

‘Then it became about 
money and mileage’

From Page One
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Brought into meeting and told she was being suspended and   handed envelope of surveillance reports as explanation

using it for purposes that they have 
not consented to and if you ever 
end up in a dispute situation with 
them it’s going to be difficult to 
rely on that evidence in any event.’

The practice is considered so 
problematic that the Data Protec-
tion Commissioner’s latest annual 
report warned it should only be 
carried out in appropriate circum-
stances ‘with the final objective 
being an active involvement of An 
Garda Síochána or other prosecuto-

rial authority’. A spokesman for 
the office of the Data Protection 
Commissioner said there was ‘a 
clear responsibility on all compa-
nies and businesses who hire pri-
vate investigators under the Data 
Protection Acts to ensure that all 
work carried out on their behalf by 
private investigators is done law-
fully’.

Recent data protection case law 
has established that it is illegal for a 
company to pass personal data to a 

private detective agency for the 
purposes of surveillance or for any 

other purpose unless that entity has 
put a contract in place with in line 
with Section 2C(3) of the Data Pro-

tection Acts 1988 and 2003 which 
would render the private investiga-
tor to be a data processor.’

The MoS asked St John of God 
and a representative of Insight 
Investigations if a contract had 
been put in place in this fashion. 
We also asked why the group had 
put staff under surveillance, 
whether it was routine practice, 
how much had been spent on pri-
vate detectives and whether or not 
they were currently being used.

They declined to comment.
On top of the surveillance and 

€1.6m secret top-ups, the MoS has 
revealed that at least five of CEO 
John Pepper’s family are employed 
at a St John of God facility in Co. 
Louth. 

Another controversy involved 
€23,000 being spent on a manage-
ment trip to Orlando when the 
charity’s services were being cut 
back home.
investigations@newsscoops.org

Real concerns about 
data protection

RETIRED: Breda 
Claffey was reinstated 
in her position but  
said she felt  
‘humiliated’ and 
‘crushed’ by the 
experience

Private eye 
reports 
detailing 
her every 
move

‘The subject left Genil Training 
Centre Maynooth and drove in the 
direction of Lucan. We lost her on 
the Lucan Road,’ reads one entry.

The reports continue in this fash-
ion detailing day after day of the 
banal details of Mrs Claffey’s 
work life as she travelled around 
North Kildare securing jobs for 
the intellectually disabled in 
locations such as Tesco and a local 
garden centre. 
They were commissioned by and 

provided to Clare Dempsey by 
Insight Investigations and contain 
details from Monday, July 9 to 
Friday, August 24 and from 
Monday, October 8 to Friday, 
October 12 – a total period of 
eight working weeks.

MEETINGS: Charity CEO John Pepper who 
dealt with Breda Claffey over the reports

Following alleged discrepancies in 
employee Breda Claffey’s time-
keeping and attendance, she found 
out the St John of God charity had 
hired private investigators to 
carry out surveillance on her. 
These are some of the details 
investigators filed in their reports 
– which ran to 13 pages.

‘We arrived at the subject’s 
address,’ reads one entry from a 
Monday morning in October 2007 
at 7.10am. 

‘The subject’s car 06 D ----- was 
parked in the driveway. We took a 
vantage point to await move-
ments.’ 

‘11.24 – The subject drove into 
the Tesco car park in Maynooth,’ 
reads an entry later that same 
day. ‘She did not go into the Tesco 
shop but went into one of the 
smaller shops on the right hand 
side,’ the report reads.

‘11.27 – The subject emerged 
from the shop carrying a bag 
which she put into the boot of her 
car,’ the report continues.

Sometimes the detectives lost 
their subject.

SURVEILLANCE: Daily reports on Breda Claffey’s 
movements commissioned by St John of God charity

7.10am OCTOBER 8, 2007

11.24am OCTOBER 8, 2007

11.27am OCTOBER 8, 2007
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ST JOHN OF 
GOD SNUB  
TO THE HSE 

Charity in €1.6m secret payments scandal told 
HSE its chief could not attend vital meeting as he 
would be in Africa – yet he never left the country

By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR
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HSE auditors investigating €1.6m in 
 secret payments at the St John of God 
charity had no choice but to delay plans 
for a meeting with CEO John Pepper this 
week because they were told he would 
be out of the country on business.

But, as our photos inside show, Mr Pepper 

never left the country. Instead he attended two 
training sessions of his local GAA team ahead 
of a league final they played in yesterday. 

The HSE inquiry into secret payments to 14 
senior St John of God managers was sparked in 
July when an Irish Mail on Sunday investiga-
tion revealed unsanctioned top-ups and other 
concerns at the State-funded charity. Now at an 
advanced stage, the investigation is understood  
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to be focused on a number of final 
strands such as the credit card 
expenditure incurred by certain 
managers including Mr Pepper 
whose routine annual salary is 
€182,000.

In response to MoS questions, the 
HSE last night confirmed that on 
Friday, September 30, its audit  
team telephoned St John of God 
superior Brother Donatus Forkan 
to request a meeting this Wednes-
day, October 5. 

The auditors asked that certain 
Visa card statements be provided 
in full and that both Mr Pepper and 
his number two, Claire Dempsey, 
attend with Brother Forkan, the 
MoS understands.

Requesting a meeting with little 
notice at which documentation 
must be produced and explained on 
the spot is a common and acknowl-
edged audit technique.

However, Brother Forkan told the 
HSE that he and Mr Pepper were 
due to fly to Malawi on business 
and could not attend the meeting.

Instead Brother Forkan requested 
that the meeting take place on 
Tuesday, October 11 – the day after 
he and Mr Pepper were due to 

return from Malawi. Reluctantly, 
the HSE agreed and on Sunday last 
Brother Forkan flew to Malawi. 

However, he was not accompa-
nied by Mr Pepper.

According to well-placed sources, 
Mr Pepper instructed a team of St 
John of God staff to begin prepar-
ing the Visa card statements in 
advance of the now-postponed HSE 
meeting.

On Monday and Tuesday this 
week – when the HSE believed he 
was in Malawi – Mr Pepper did not 
appear to show up at work at St 
John of God headquarters in 
 Stillorgan, south Dublin. 

But he did venture out on Tuesday 
evening to help with a training 
 session at the Geraldines GAA club 
near his home in Blackrock, Co. 
Louth.

On Wednesday – the day of the 
cancelled HSE meeting – Mr 
 Pepper returned to his office and, 
according to sources, was occupied 
with preparing documents for the 
now rescheduled HSE meeting late 
into the evening. 

The HSE was still unaware  
Mr Pepper was in the country  
and as such available to meet if 
required albeit without Brother 
Forkan.

During Wednesday the HSE 
received an email from Brother 
Forkan in Malawi in which he asked 
that the rescheduled meeting – now 
set for October 11 – be further post-
poned to allow him time to prepare 
after his return.

The email also informed the HSE 
for the first time that Mr Pepper 
had not travelled to Malawi and 
was in fact still in Ireland. 

The HSE agreed to a short 
 postponement of the meeting which 
is  now scheduled for next Friday, 
October 14 – nine days after the 
initial date set by the HSE, which 
was postponed on the basis that  
Mr Pepper would be away and 
 unable to attend.

Meanwhile, according to sources, 
on Thursday Mr Pepper once again 
attended his office and continued 
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What are St John  of God playing at?
PICTURE EXCLUSIVE Charity chief  
at a training session in Co. Louth –  
and, yes, it’s definitely not Malawi 

How MoS exposed litany of controversies at the      charity

Did not appear to  
show up at work 

From Page One

working with a team preparing 
documentation for presentation to 
the HSE. 

On Thursday evening he once 
again attended a training session at 
his local GAA club in advance of a 

county league final the club played 
yesterday. The delayed meeting is 
not the first stumbling block in the 
HSE’s audit of payments to senior 
managers at St John of God. 

From the outset the charity –

which has received hundreds of 
millions from the taxpayer – 
appears to have adopted an overtly 
defensive stance and even threat-
ened the HSE with a legal letter 
over public statements that the top-

ups were a breach of Section 38 pay 
rules.

When the MoS first revealed the 
secret payments, the HSE said it 
was completely unaware of them 
and that it was ‘gravely concerned’ 

JUNE 19: €23,000 spent 
sending six executives to 
Florida as cuts hit home – two 
weeks before the charity 
announced that it was with-
drawing services for teenagers 
with intellectual disabilities.
JULY 3: Charity chiefs got €2m 
in secret top-ups. Fourteen 
executives received payments 
of between €4,000 and €650,000 
in payouts, which appear 
designed to circumvent strict 
HSE rules on agencies funded by 
the State. HSE was not informed 
until after the Irish Mail on Sunday 
investigation.
JULY 10: St John of God 
embroiled in ‘nepotism’ row. At 
least five of CEO Mr Pepper’s 

family members employed or 
providing paid services to the 
charity. 
JULY 17: ‘Charity chiefs spied on 
me.’ Employee shocked after 
discovering private detectives were 
hired to follow her for weeks.

Saturday,  
August 20
John Pepper’s team,  
Geraldines GFC, representing 
the parishes of Haggardstown 
and Blackrock in Louth, qualify 
for the final of the Cardinal 
O’Donnell Cup.

Friday, 
September 30
Geraldine Smith, the  
 assistant national director  
of HSE Audit, calls  
Brother Donatus  
Forkan and asks for a  
meeting on Wednesday, 
October 5. 
Brother Forkan tells  
her he and Mr Pepper  
are to fly to Malawi and 
 cannot attend. They agree  
an October 11 meeting.

Sunday, 
October 2
Brother Forkan leaves for 
Malawi. Mr Pepper stays 
home. The HSE is unaware 
that he did not travel.

Tuesday, 
October 4
Mr Pepper attends  
an evening 
training session  
at the Geraldines 
GFC grounds near 
his home. He has 
not been at his  
office the previous 
two days.

Wednesday, 
October 5
Day of the cancelled meeting. 
Mr Pepper goes to his office. 
Brother Forkan writes from 
Malawi to ask HSE to change 
the meeting date. He also 
reveals, for the first time, that Mr 
Pepper did not travel to Malawi.

Thursday, 
October 6
Mr Pepper attends a 
pre-final training 
session at Geraldines.

Saturday, 
October 8

Geraldines lost the 
Cardinal O’Donnell 
Cup final last night.
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What are St John  of God playing at?
SUPPORTER: 

John Pepper at a 
training session 

at Geraldines 
GFC on Thursday 

and, inset left, 
Brother Donatus 

Forkan

How MoS exposed litany of controversies at the      charity

COMMENT page 21

Three years after the CRC 
scandal, HSE has not even 
started auditing charities

over the revelations. Since then 
further MoS investigations have 
revealed that Mr Pepper has at 
least five family members 
employed at or providing paid 
services to the charity.

Mr Pepper has denied any 
involvement with the recruit-
ment of family members. Rela-
tives of his who are working for 
St John of God include his wife, 
his son and his brother.

Questions have also been 
raised about other expenditure 
at the charity such as €23,000 
spent on sending six members 
of staff – including Mr Pepper – 
to the 2016 Catholic Health 
Assembly at the JW Marriott 
Grand, a luxury hotel in Florida,  
in June.

The trip came amid continuing 
cuts to services across the char-
ity and was revealed by the MoS 
the same week that the closure 
of one facility – St Augustine’s 
centre for teenagers with intel-
lectual disabilities in south Dub-
lin – was announced. The closure 
has since been reversed.

Further revelations included 
details of how management at St 
John of God hired private detec-
tives to put staff under surveil-
lance. Mr Pepper did not respond 
to a request for a comment.
investigations@newsscoops.org

THE HSE has yet to start auditing 
controversial Section 39 agencies 
– which get grants from the HSE 
for providing services – despite 
the recent Console charity 
scandal.

It told Labour’s Alan Kelly, in 
response to a parliamentary 
question, that it does not know 
how many people will audit our 
scandal-ridden Section 38 and 39 
charities. 

Staff at Section 39 organisations, 
which provide services similar to 
those already provided by the 
State, are not considered public 
servants and are not paid on the 
public salary scale. 

However, staff employed by 
Section 39 agencies, which offer 
services other than those 
 provided by the HSE, must be 
paid in accordance with public 
pay scales. 

In a written response to ques-
tions from Mr Kelly, the HSE said 
it ‘is not possible to identify’ the 
number of accountants, financial 
controllers and auditors ‘monitor-
ing the funding system to Section 
38 and Section 39 organisations’. 

Mr Kelly had asked the Health 
Minister if the HSE employs 
enough accountants, financial 
controllers and auditors to 
monitor the funding of Section 38 
and Section 39 organisations. 

The HSE revealed that – three 
years after the Central Remedial 
Clinic scandal raised fundamental 
questions about how charities are 
funded – its review of Section 38s 
will not be concluded until the end 
of next year. 

The State body added that, 
despite the recent CRC, Rehab 
and Console controversies, full 
auditing of Section 39 charities by 
its compliance unit has not even 
begun. It also revealed that it had 
to recruit external auditors to 
investigate Section 38 charities, 
such as the CRC. 

Just last week, it was revealed 
that a HSE review had been 
launched into Ataxia Ireland – 
which provides support for people 
with Friedreich’s ataxia and other 
genetic ataxias – following a 
complaint about financial 
 irregularities.

The HSE said it has ‘engaged an 
external specialist consultancy 
firm to carry out a detailed 
governance review of all S38 
agencies’. 

Mr Kelly told the Irish Mail on 
Sunday: ‘This is a grave and 
unacceptable example of how, 
once again, the HSE hierarchy is 
failing to impose proper fiscal 
accountability on organisations 
that have demonstrably failed to 
protect clients, donors and 
taxpayers.’ 

The Labour TD said: ‘I am 
astonished by this lack of account-
ability. In the wake of scandals 
such as Console and CRC, HSE 
auditors should be going through 
charities like a dose of salts. The 

HSE appear to be flying blind 
without a plan or a road map.’ 

Mr Kelly also warned that the HSE 
had questions to answer about the 
low number of qualified accountants 
it employs. 

The HSE’s national finance 
division employs 88 qualified 
accountants – who will be expected 
to audit all 47 public hospitals, 
alongside the HSE’s national 

primary care, social care, mental 
health and health and wellbeing 
divisions. 

Mr Kelly expressed particular 
concern that the HSE’s internal 
audit division has only 20 qualified 
accountants. 

‘The capacity of such low numbers 
to adequately audit the €13bn budget 
must come into question,’ he said. 

A HSE spokesman said: ‘It is 
expected that the external reviews 
of all Section 38 providers will be 
completed by September 2017.’

By John Drennan 

SCANDAL: Our reports included 
Breda Claffey’s account of being  
followed by a private detective
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THE St John of God charity was just 
four weeks from  running out of money 
and considered defaulting on Revenue 
payments this summer, the Irish Mail 
on Sunday can reveal.

Despite the charity facing imminent 
collapse, five executives went on a train-
ing trip to Florida in June – at a cost of 
€23,000. 

The MoS can further reveal that bosses at 
the charity made a fresh mystery payout to 
a recently departed executive – even as the 
HSE continues to investigate €1.6m in 
secret top-ups to others at the group.

The new €24,000 payout, agreed on Sep-
tember 30, came just months after the 
MoS exposed the €1.6m paid to 14 senior 
managers without the knowledge or per-
mission of the HSE.

Meanwhile, two shocking Hiqa reports 
reveal that St John of God left intellectually 
disabled residents living in fear as they 
were repeatedly assaulted, spat at, slapped 
and subjected to inappropriate sexual 
behaviour. The  reports severely criticise 
management at the charity for failing to

By Seán Dunne

Ian Dempsey: RTÉ is right  
to outsource children’s TV

EXCLUSIVE: FORMER DEN STAR WRITES ON CONTROVERSY – PAGE 23

Charity’s bosses warned HSE they were running out of 
cash just weeks after returning from €23k trip to Florida

ST JOHN OF GOD 
WAS ON BRINK 
OF COLLAPSE
By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

FREE DINOSAUR 
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Why won’t 
Taoiseach 
admit he 
uses Gmail?
TAOISEACH Enda Kenny has a 
personal Gmail account which he 
uses to conduct some of his official 
Oireachtas business.

The revelation comes after Garda 
Commissioner Nóirín O’Sullivan was 
criticised this week by the Policing 
Authority over her use of Gmail 
against Garda regulations.

The Irish Mail on Sunday can now 
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Living in fear: spat at, kicked, slapped 
and inappropriate sexual behaviour 
protect residents from harm. News of the 
disturbing plight faced by some residents 
comes as the MoS reveals the dire finan-
cial state of the charity, with internal 
HSE documents showing the group was 
four weeks from running out of cash this 
summer and considered defaulting on 
Revenue payments.

The MoS can further reveal that:
 Bosses used funds allocated for pen-

sions to keep services going in 2015 – a 
practice the HSE has instructed the char-
ity to cease.

 The group has a €2.7m deficit in its pen-
sion funds and, in the view of HSE bosses, 
has the worst pension problems of all 
funded-agencies.

In addition to the €24k September pay-
out, bosses at the charity passed a special 
resolution to indemnify themselves from 
any consequences of making the pay-
ment. 

Yet last night the charity refused to 
explain why a new payout had been made 
– and why it was necessary to indemnify 
those involved. 

The HSE was unable to confirm whether 
it knew of the extra €24k payment. 

Meanwhile, minutes of meetings 
between the charity’s managers and HSE 
bosses have emerged showing that St 
John of God repeatedly asked the tax-

payer for advances and additional funding 
– even as bosses paid themselves the con-
troversial secret top-ups.

Despite these and other financial con-
cerns, bosses – including CEO John Pep-
per and second-in-command Clare 
Dempsey – have continued to justify their 
top-ups and have refused to pay back any 
funds.

Mr Pepper, who has been largely absent 
from HQ for the past month, earns 
€182,000, paid directly from the St John 
of God order. 

Ms Dempsey’s salary of €125,000 – more 
than the €110,000 maximum allowed by 
the HSE for the role she occupies – is paid 
with HSE funds.

Despite savage cutbacks to services, 
Mr Pepper and five other senior manag-
ers travelled to a Catholic health confer-
ence in Florida at the beginning of June. 

The trip came only two weeks before 
the charity announced that it was with-
drawing services at St Augustine’s centre 
for teenagers with intellectual disabili-
ties in south Dublin, due to a ‘significant 
reduction in funding’ – a move that has 
since been reversed.

The €23k Florida trip – which was 
funded by the John of God order – was 
justified by the charity management even 
though, weeks after returning, they 
sought a €4m ‘acceleration’ (advance) 
from the HSE as they ran out of 
money.

The acceleration request was 
made in a meeting on June 29, by 
the charity bosses – including Ms 
Dempsey and finance director 
Annamarie McGill – both of whom 
had just returned from Florida.

Minutes of that meeting show that 
when the advance was refused, Ms 
McGill told the HSE the charity 
had a €6m overdraft and would run 
out of cash in four weeks. 

As a result, the charity was con-
sidering options such as defaulting 

on Revenue payments, seeking a 
loan or an overdraft increase. 

Two weeks after the June 29 meet-
ing between St John of God bosses 
and the HSE, Hiqa inspectors 
encountered shocking conditions at 
a residential facility run by the 
charity. 

The inspectors concluded that 
management and governance fail-
ures at St John of God – had left 
vulnerable residents at the chari-
ty’s St Raphael’s Centre in Cel-

bridge, Co. Kildare, facing 
‘aggressive and sexualised 
 behaviour’ and ‘acts of physical 

and verbal aggression’. The desig-
nated person responsible for the 

facility is Phil Gray – one of those 
who weeks earlier had travelled to 
Florida. 

Ms Gray was also among those 
who shared in the secret €1.6m top-
up payments.

Ms Gray was preceded as the per-
son responsible for St Raphael’s by 
Clare Dempsey.

In addition to revealing the secret 
top-up payments at the charity fur-
ther investigations by this newspa-
per have detailed how Mr Pepper, 

as CEO, has at least five family 
members employed at or providing 
paid services to the charity. 

One of the roles occupied by Mr 
Pepper’s family – a position as head 
of maintenance at the charity’s St 
Mary’s campus at Drumcar Co. 
Louth – was awarded to the charity 
chief’s younger brother Seamus 
Pepper in 2006. 

John Pepper’s son – also called 
John – became head of human 
resources at Drumcar two years 

From Page One

Resident was assaulted 
after telling of fears

By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

abuse and harm’ although this 
was highlighted as a major non-
compliance on two previous 
inspections. This was because 
the centre contained a ‘com-
pletely inappropriate mix of 
residents’ and ‘some residents 
who displayed frequent physical, 
emotional and sexualised 
behaviours on a regular basis’.

‘A resident told the inspec-
tor they did not feel safe 
and were afraid living in 
this centre. This same 
resident was observed 
being assaulted by another 
resident approximately 25 
minutes following disclos-
ing this to the inspector. 
This resident was observed 
being slapped with formi-
dable force across the head/
face and spat at by another 
resident… 

‘One resident who had 
clear and apparent indi-
vidualised support needs 
was openly and frequently 
targeting the other resi-
dents with aggression, 
violence and targeting 
female staff with overt 
sexualised behaviours. 
Other residents were 
clearly afraid of this 
resident.’ 

Hiqa re-examined this area in a 
second unannounced inspection 
on August 23, and found a 55% 
decrease in incidents as a result 
of some residents being trans-
ferred elsewhere. But, overall, 
concerns remained and inspec-
tors found that ‘issues pertaining 

INSPECTORS from Hiqa, were so worried 
about the shocking conditions they met at a 
St John of God residential home in July that 
they were forced to abandon their inspection 
and take immediate action to safeguard the 
residents.

The centre, at the charity’s St Raphael’s 
campus in Co. Kildare, was home to 20 
 intellectually disabled men and women  
and had already been judged, in two 
previous inspections, to be in ‘major  
non-compliance with regulations  
and standards’. 

Yet despite those failures – and the fact 
that St John of God had been given advance 
notice of July’s inspection – Hiqa inspectors 
found a home in which residents were being 
assaulted, beaten, spat at, subjected to 
sexual behaviour and injured during 
accidents 

Overall, Hiqa concluded: ‘Given this was 
the third inspection of this centre, inspectors 

were very concerned that, in the key  
areas of residents rights, dignity, safety,  
risk management, health care and 
 governance, major non-compliance was 
found.

‘Furthermore, it was very concerning that 
immediate action had to be issued to 
safeguard residents on this inspection.’ 

Of seven categories inspected, St John of 
God was found to be in compliance in just  
one area – the control of medication.

In all other areas significant concerns 
were identified as follows:

incidents… For example, 
143 incidents were catego-
rized as “negligible”. These 
reports included incidents 
whereby residents were 
being struck, hit, kicked 
and punched. This did not 
demonstrate that risk 
management practices 
were accurate or robust.’ 

Hiqa re-examined this area in a 
second unannounced inspection 
on August 23, and though broken 
toilets and wall tiles had been 
repaired vulnerable patients 
remained in danger.

‘The inspectors found the 
highest risks identified 
related to residents display-
ing inappropriate sexual 
behaviour to other vulner-
able residents, failure to 
protect vulnerable resi-
dents from peer-to-peer 
physical and emotional 
abuse, the risk of resident 
and staff safety due to 
behaviours of concern and 
the risk of resident safety 
due to a maximum dose 
prescribed of psychotropic 
medication. All of these 
areas remained a concern 
in this centre.’

VERDICT: 
MAJOR NON-COMPLIANCE

  SAFEGUARDING  
  AND SAFETY 
Residents were ‘not safe or 
appropriately protected from 

  RIGHTS AND DIGNITY 
THE rights, privacy and dignity 
of residents were found to be 
‘highly compromised’ and some 
residents were fearful because 
they were forced to live with 
residents they should not have 
been housed alongside. Although 
it was 28C outside no residents 
were offered the chance to use 
the garden. Instead, they 
watched TV for extended 
periods and one resident, about 
whom the inspectors expressed 
particular concern, remained in 
bed for eight hours during the 
day with ‘minimal engagement’ 
from carers. Some toilet facili-
ties were poor and tiles were 
falling of bathroom walls.

‘Inspectors found residents 
who displayed a series of 
behaviours including 
sexualised behaviours, 
aggressive behaviours and 
acts of physical and verbal 
aggression towards other 
residents and the staff in 
this centre… 

‘Residents were subjected 
to witnessing significant 
events and behaviours on a 
sustained basis, including 
stripping, aggressive 
 behaviour, assaults, 
property damage and 
sexualised behaviour. 
During the inspection  
many of these behaviours 
were also witnessed by 
inspectors.’ 

VERDICT: 
MAJOR NON-COMPLIANCE

   ADMISSION POLICY AND 
SERVICES PROVISION 

Inspectors found that residents 
living in this centre should not,  
for their own safety, have been 
placed together. Management 
recognised this, saying there 
were plans to move residents 
on a phased basis.

‘Residents were not 
appropriately placed and 
had not been protected by 
admissions procedures to 
date… Residents were 
living in a centre that was 
not suitable, was unsafe 
and was not meeting their 
individual needs.’ 

VERDICT: 
MAJOR NON-COMPLIANCE

  HEALTH, SAFETY AND 
  RISK MANAGEMENT
Residents faced multiple risks 
because controls put in place by 
management were not adequate 
and ‘did not protect residents 
from harm’. Risks faced by 
residents included ‘peer-to-peer 
physical and emotional abuse’ 
and being ‘struck, hit, kicked and 
punched’. Inspectors were 
concerned at the volume and 
frequency of accidents and 
incidents (228 in 11 months) and 
the manner in which violent 
attacks were being reported.

‘Inspectors found inconsist-
encies in the categorisation 
and severity rating of 

‘The charity repeatedly 
asked for advances’

Faced ‘aggressive and 
sexualised behaviour’
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Living in fear: spat at, kicked, slapped  
and inappropriate sexual behaviour 

ago, while his wife Catherine is 
paid to provide therapy services on 
a freelance basis at the centre. 

Last month it emerged that HSE 
auditors investigating the €1.6m in 
secret payments had no choice but 
to delay plans for a meeting with 
Mr Pepper because they were told 
he would be out of the country on 
business. 

However, Mr Pepper never left 
the country and was photographed 
attending training sessions of his 

local GAA team ahead of a league 
final they subsequently lost. 

It is understood that, since then, 
Mr Pepper has been on sick leave 
and is not expected to return before 
Christmas.

Now at an advanced stage, the 
HSE probe is understood to be 
focused on a number of strands 
such as the credit card expenditure 
incurred by certain managers, 
including Mr Pepper.

investigations@newsscoops.org

FLORIDA TRIP FOR BOSSES – WHILE RESIDENTS SUFFERED

IN CHARGE: 
Phil Gray is responsible for St 
Raphael’s centre in Kildare

FAILINGS: 
Clare Dempsey ran the facility 
before Ms Gray took over

€4M REQUEST: 
Annamarie McGill accompanied 
them on the €23k Florida trip

to the resident mix were still of a 
concern’. Residents were still 
being ‘physically and emotionally 
targeted by other residents’ and 
‘continued to experience or 
witness aggressive outbursts, 
residents hitting one another and 
property damage’.

‘A serious incident had 
occurred in the centre on 
the evening prior to this 
unannounced inspection. 
This involved highly 
aggressive and inappropri-
ate behaviours, which 
occurred inside and  
outside the centre. The 
incident required the 
intervention of the Garda 
and caused a lot of distress 
in the centre.’

VERDICT: 
MAJOR NON-COMPLIANCE

 HEALTHCARE NEEDS
Inspectors found good evidence 
of healthcare provision but 
found some care plans had not 
been updated for over a year, did 
not contain a patient name and 
were unsigned and undated. 
Some staff were not aware of all 
residents who had epilepsy, 
residents who were at risk of 
falls, choking and identified 
residents as having diabetes who 
did not have diabetes.

‘Inspectors were particu-
larly concerned regarding a 
resident’s mental health 
needs whereby this resident 
remained in bed for 

prolonged periods of time 
with inadequate evidence of 
appropriate stimulation or 
food and nutrition. For 
example, this resident had 
been in bed for 127 hours in 
a seven-day period (168 
hours). There was insuffi-
cient evidence that this 
residents nutritional and 
hydration needs we=re met 
throughout this period.’

Hiqa re-examined this area in a 
second unannounced inspection 
on August 23, and found some 
improvement. However, inspec-
tors remained ‘concerned 
regarding the management of 
resident’s healthcare needs’. In 
particular, there were ‘signifi-
cant inconsistencies in documen-
tation’ relating to one patient’s 
medication that ‘posed a signifi-
cant risk to the resident and 
their physical health’.

VERDICT: 
MAJOR NON-COMPLIANCE

   GOVERNANCE AND  
   MANAGEMENT 
Although some improvements 
had been made, inspectors were 
concerned that management had 
not ensured the safety and 

wellbeing of residents – despite 
two previous inspections during 
which major non-compliance 
with standards was found.

‘The governance and 
management systems in 
place did not demonstrate 
or ensure that the quality 
of safe care and experience 
of residents was effectively 
facilitated. This was 
evidenced across the 
findings of major non-
compliance in a number of 
core outcomes on this 
inspection…

‘The fact that the registra-
tion inspection of this 
centre had to be suspended 
(mid-inspection) and 
immediate action issued on 
the grounds of resident 
safety did not assure Hiqa 
that governance and 
management systems in 
place were effective.’ 

Hiqa re-examined this area in 
the second inspection on August 
23, and found some improve-
ments. However, Hiqa remained 
‘concerned in terms of the 
effective governance, opera-
tional management and adminis-
tration of the centre’.
After the second inspection in 
August, Hiqa noted that, overall, the 
centre ‘remained in breach of 
regulations and standards’ but noted 
a ‘substantive change in provider 
direction regarding the operation 
and provision of services’.

VERDICT: 
MAJOR NON-COMPLIANCE

CHIEF’S  
HSE SNUB: 
CEO John Pepper at a 
GAA training session in 
October. The HSE had 
been told he couldn’t 
attend a meeting as he 
would be overseas. 

WHEN criticised about 
John Pepper’s €182,000 

wage, top-ups to manag-

ers and foreign trips for 
executives, bosses at St 

John of God insist these 
are not paid for with the 
€125m in public funds 

provided by the HSE 
annually.

Instead they argue that 
the Hospitaller Order of 
St John has paid these 
expenses from its own 
resources. 

In recent meetings with 

the HSE – during which 
further public monies 
were sought – the 
charity’s executives said 
that, in the past decade, 

the order has provided 
more than €15m towards 

running services for the 

HSE. While this is true, 

the funds are donated by 
the Irish public. The St 
John of God Develop-

ment Company Ltd earns 
circa €7m annually from 

fundraising activities  
in Ireland. 

Trips and top-ups ‘funded by own resources’
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A ST John of God priest who openly 
criticised management for taking 
€1.6m in secret top-ups at a time 
when residents were being denied 
biscuits and toothpaste has been 
ordered to relocate to Kerry. 

The surprise reassignment of Fr 
Derek O’Connell from his long-
held post as chaplain at the chari-
ty’s Drumcar campus in Co. Louth 
is widely seen by staff as a punish-
ment for speaking out.

It comes weeks after he openly 
challenged his superiors about the 
top-up scandal at a staff meeting.

Last night, a spokesman for the 
St John of God group said the move 
was part of a ‘careful process initi-
ated some time ago’ and that ‘any 
suggestion of any other motive for 

the reorganisation is factually 
incorrect and is made entirely 
without foundation’.

However, when regional director 
Teresa Mallon sent a circular to 
announce Fr O’Connell would leave 
at the end of December, a ground-
swell of opposition became appar-
ent. And senior social worker Des 
Hanrahan wrote to Ms Mallon.

She was one of 14 executives who 
shared in the secret top-ups now 
under investigation by the HSE. 
Mr Hanrahan wrote: ‘From what I 
can gather Fr Derek is being 
moved because of his honest and 
outspoken ideals.’

The letter, the authenticity of 
which the MoS has verified, added 
that Fr Derek had been one of only 
four who spoke out at a recent 
meeting when he criticised the 
top-ups to senior staff ‘at a time 
when residents were being denied 

biscuits, toothpaste, etc’. 
He added: ‘Morale, as you know 

is very low here in the northeast 
and much of the staff have lost 
confidence in the Order on account 
of recent scandals and the accom-
panying handling of communica-
tions with the media and staff.’ 

He explained how important Fr 
O’Connell was to residents being 

relocated to community housing.
‘Fr Derek has the confidence of 

many and possibly all of the long-
term residents here in St Mary’s. 
If there is anyone who can reas-
sure the most frightened, after the 
proposed moves to the community, 
it is him. His face alone, as he 
 visits those who have moved out, 
would be one of the few consisten-

cies in the lives of the most vulner-
able, now that many of the older 
familiar staff have retired. 

‘Staff cannot understand why it 
is now, of all times, that this 
 transfer is scheduled. It is seen as 
a punishment for being honest and, 
while Fr Derek will accept this 
chalice with grace and humility, 
the residents he leaves behind will 

have to once again suffer a loss in 
their lives at Christmas.

‘I don’t expect people to reverse 
their decisions and my interven-
tion might only encourage them to 
dig in, but someone has to speak 
out for the disenfranchised, the 
vulnerable, the unheard.’

The MoS understands that some 
staff at Drumcar circulated a peti-
tion opposing the transfer while 
others were preparing a protest at 
the public entrance to the facility.

The relocation was deferred until 
this April but is still scheduled to 
go ahead. A circular announcing 
the deferred transfer was circu-
lated by Ms Mallon two days after 
Mr Hanrahan’s letter.

The circular said the move was 
to allow Fr O’Connell time to intro-
duce his replacement to residents.

News of Fr O’Connell’s transfer 
comes as management at St John 
of God await the imminent release 
of the HSE investigation into finan-
cial matters revealed by a series 
of MoS investigations.

investigations@newsscoops.ie

Priest to be moved after 
he criticised secret pay 
top-ups at St John of God
Charity denies 
he is being 
relocated  for 
speaking out

HE HAS not been seen 
at work for months but 
St John of God group 
CEO John Pepper made 
a rare public appearance 
before Christmas at a 
festive concert in his 
native Co. Louth.

Our photo shows a 
beaming Mr Pepper with 
country singer Big Tom 
and European 
Parliament vice 
president Mairéad 
McGuinness at the 

Christmas show in 
Seagrave House, 
Dunany, Co. Louth.

Mr Pepper, who gets a 
€182,000 salary, received 
€600,000 in the secret 
top-ups. The HSE is the 
primary funder of the 
services organised by 
the St John of God 
group and provides 
€125m annually.

In recent months, Mr 
Pepper is understood to 
have been on sick leave 

and in early December 
the board of the St John 
of God group agreed to 
put in place a temporary, 
interim replacement 
pending his return. 

In October it emerged 
that HSE auditors 
investigating the €1.6m 
in secret payments at 
the charity had no 
choice but to delay 
plans for a meeting with 
Mr Pepper because they 
were told he would be 

out of the country on 
business. However, Mr 
Pepper never left and 
was photographed at 
training sessions of his 
local GAA team. 

Mr Pepper appeared fit 
and healthy in Christmas 
week. Ms McGuinness 
told the MoS she was 
not acquainted with  
Mr Pepper and did not 
realise who he was when 
she went to his table to 
meet Big Tom.

 ... while CEO on sick leave is now out and about

By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

LOOKING 
WELL: 
Charity CEO 
John Pepper 
with Mairéad 
McGuinness 
and Big Tom 
before 
Christmas

‘Staff lost confidence on 
account of scandals’

Revenue warned: Tax hike may drive smokers to illegal sales
By Ken Foxe INCREASING tax on cigarettes may not 

bring in the extra funds expected, the 
Revenue Commissioners warned in the 
run-up to the last budget.

In fact they may drive smokers to buy 
cigarettes abroad or illegally.

A pre-budget submission for Finance 
Minister Michael Noonan said the 50c rise 
would yield an extra €65.2m. But a note of 
caution was sounded that prices may be at 
the point at which consumers will stop buy-

ing cigarettes legally and within Ireland.
The submission said: ‘It should be noted 

that the Revenue Commissioners have 
expressed concerns that increases in 
excise may not lead to increased yields, as 
consumers are further incentivised to exit 
the tobacco products market in Ireland.’

Over the previous two years, the sale of 

illicit cigarettes rose from 11% to 12% 
according to Revenue surveys. Another 6% 
bought their cigarettes abroad while on 
holidays or on short shopping trips.

Ireland imposes the second highest tax on 
tobacco in the EU, after only the UK. Total 
excise on 1,000 cigarettes in Ireland is 
€316.49, according to the documents, as 
compared to just €82.32 in Bulgaria where 
the rate is lowest. The submission also 
highlighted a remarkable fall-off in the 

numbers of people smoking, from 28.3% of 
the population in 2003 to 19.2% last year.

The department said in a statement: ‘The 
minister is aware that increases in excise 
duty on tobacco have been testing the 
boundaries of diminishing returns. 

However, to date, the revenues from 
tobacco have been holding up and the 
increases provided for in recent years … 
have been realised, and the projections for 
2016 point to a similar outcome.’

LEADING THE WAY: How the Irish 
Mail on Sunday exposed the secret 
top-ups to some charity chiefs

The Irish Mail on Sunday  JANUARY 1 • 2017
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St John of God didn’t tell 
inquiry about abuse claim

ity declined to answer MoS 
questions, asking Brother Whitmore 
to explain his inaccurate testimony 
before the Ryan Commission.

Called to testify before the Com-
mission in 2004 Brother Whitmore 
– who was then the provincial of the 
St John of God order – was asked 
when the order received its first 
allegation of abuse.

‘1996 would be the first time that 
certainly anyone can recall an accu-
sation coming forward of this nature 
or that there is any record of having 
an accusation from within,’ he said.

Brother Whitmore also testified 
that all allegations of abuse had 
been referred to the Garda. 

However, the order had received 
allegations against a member of the 
order 11 years earlier, in 1985, and 
did not report this allegation to 
gardaí until 2012 – some 27 years 
later. The details about the 1985 
allegations against this member – 
referred to as Brother D – are con-
tained in a 2015 review of child 
safeguarding practices at the St 
John of God order, which was com-
piled by the National Board for 
Safeguarding Children in the Catho-
lic Church in Ireland (NBSCCCI).

The report also confirmed that, in 

THE head of the troubled St John of 
God charity gave inaccurate testimony 
to a statutory inquiry into child abuse – 
and is refusing to explain why, the Irish 
Mail on Sunday can reveal.

Today’s revelation that Brother Fintan 
Brennan-Whitmore gave evidence under 
oath to the Ryan Commission into child 
abuse – which has since been proven to 
be false – comes at a time when the St 
John of God group in Ireland is fighting 
for its survival.

Brother Whitmore became the acting 
CEO of the St John of God group last year 
as long-time CEO John Pepper went on 
extended sick leave amid a string of scan-
dals at the charity.

In a statement last night, the charity said 
it ‘is committed to the safeguarding of chil-
dren and vulnerable adults’. But the char-

Head of charity  
wrongly told 
Ryan of when  
it received its 
first allegation 
of child abuse

By Michael O’Farrell 
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

INVESTIGATION

1997, Brother Whitmore had 
instructed that Brother D have no 
contact with children – but left him 
in a prominent role with responsi-
bility over a service that included 
children’s’ services. 

On foot of the report, a letter of 
apology from the current provincial 
Brother Donatus Forkan – who is 
not Brother D – was published on 
the St John of God website last May. 

‘I deeply regret any hurt caused to 
people while in our care,’ the apol-
ogy reads. ‘In the past the order’s 
response to safeguarding issues fell 
short of what would have been 
required. This situation has now 
been remedied,’ it continues.

At the time of his commission tes-
timony, Brother Whitmore made no 
apology – saying he had checked the 
files and could find no evidence or 
proof that any abuse had occurred 
at St John of God institutions.

It is now known – thanks to the 
NBSCCCI report – that between 
1985 and 2014, Brother D – who is 
still a member of the order – was 
the subject of 19 abuse allegations 
from different individuals. 

In all, 97 allegations of child abuse 
relating to 24 brothers have been 
made against living and deceased 
members of the St John of God 
order in Ireland. Brother D is one of 
five living members of the order – 

which now numbers just 19 broth-
ers – who has been accused of child 
sexual abuse.

Brother B self-disclosed to his 
superiors in 2014 that he had sexu-
ally abused one young person. How-
ever, upon receiving legal advice, 
he refused to provide the name of 

the victim, meaning that no case 
could proceed. 

No prosecutions have yet arisen 
from any of the 97 St John of God 
cases – a possible indication of the 
difficulty in sourcing reliable evi-
dence from intellectually disabled 
clients dating back some time.

During his testimony to the com-

mission Brother Whitmore said the 
order had come ‘by no data which 
was able to verify or establish as 
fact that’ any of its members had 
abused. 

Asked by the commission why, if 
this was the case, the order had 
agreed to contribute €1m to the Res-
idential Institutions Redress Board 
– to avail of an indemnity from fur-
ther payouts to victims – he said one 
reason was that ‘the indemnity was 
an attractive proposition’. 

Ten days ago the MoS asked the St 
John of God group/order and 
Brother Whitmore to explain his 
inaccurate testimony. We also asked 
whether the order had sought to 
correct the official transcript of the 
commission in the event that a mis-
take had been made.

Additionally we asked why 
Brother Whitmore left Brother D in 
a prominent role linked to chil-
dren’s’ services in 1997 after a sec-

THREE DECADES SINCE FIRST  ALLEGA

 Order paid €1m to  
the Redress Board

1985 
The St John of God Order 
receives a complaint 
relating to allegations of 
child sexual abuse 
allegations involving 
‘Brother D’. In subsequent 
years, Brother D is the 
subject of more than a 
dozen further child abuse 
complaints.

1997 
Following another complaint 
against Brother D, St John 
of God provincial Brother 
Fintan Whitmore forbids him 
from having contact with 
children – but leaves him in 
a prominent role with 
responsibility over a service 
that included children’s 
services. 

2004  
Brother Whitmore tells a 
hearing of the Child Abuse 
Commission that no one at 
St John of God can recall 
any complaints before 
1996 and that there are no 
records to show 
otherwise. He also says 
he’s reviewed the files and 
can find no evidence to 
prove any abuse by any 
members of the order. 

2009 
The Child Abuse 
Commission report is 
published. Though it does 
not feature in the report at 
all, the St John of God order 
pays €1m to the Redress 
Board to secure indemnity 

from the costs of any abuse 
settlements.

2012  
The St John of God order  
– now led by a new 
provincial – initiates an 
internal review of its 
handling of child abuse 
allegations. This prompts 
the order to report the 
1985 child sexual abuse 
complaint to the Garda 
Síochana and the HSE – 27 
years late. The internal 
review remains secret.

2015  
The St John of God order 
invites the National Board 
for Safeguarding Children in 
the Catholic Church in 
Ireland to review its child 

HOW THE MoS UNEARTHED    

THE Irish Mail on Sunday first revealed 
that executives at the St John of God 
group had paid themselves €1.6m in 

secret top-ups last summer.
The revelation sparked an investigation 

by the HSE – which gives €130m to the 

charity annually – and widespread anger 
among those affected by tough cuts 
across the charity’s services. We also 
revealed that, despite the savage cuts to 
services, then-CEO John Pepper and five 
other senior managers embarked on a 

Brother (also known as 
Father) Fintan Brennan-

Whitmore entered the St John 
of God order in 1968 and 
studied in Rome in the  
mid-1970s before he was 

ordained a priest in 1980. He 

has twice served as provincial, 
heading the order in Ireland 
between 1995 and 1998 and 
again from 2004 to 2007. He 

previously held various other 
roles within the charity, 
including heading the St John 
of God North East Services, 
with responsibility for facilities 
such as the now controversial 
Drumcar campus in Co. Louth.

EVIDENCE: 
Fintan  
Brennan- 
Whitmore 

v1
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St John of God didn’t tell 
inquiry about abuse claim

ond abuse allegation had been received. And finally we 
asked Brother Whitmore, the order and the Board of St 
John of God Community Services if it is appropriate 
for a person who gave inaccurate testimony to a statu-
tory inquiry and left a suspected child abuser in charge 
of children’s services to be the acting CEO of the St 
John of God group.

In response, the group issued a statement that did not 
directly address these questions.

‘The order does not comment on any individual case,’ 
the statement reads. ‘It works extensively with An 
Garda Siochana, Tusla and the National Board for Safe-
guarding Children to ensure all concerns with regard 
to individual cases are addressed.’ 

The statement added that the order had commenced 
a review of its case files in 2012 to ensure any ‘previous 
concerns and allegations’ were dealt with in accord-
ance with best practice.

The order also said it ‘invited the NBSCCCI to review 
its child safeguarding practices and case management 
files in December 2015’, adding that the improvements 
identified in this review were being implemented and 
that the order would ‘continue to review its safeguard-
ing practices’.

 michaelofarrell@newsscoops.org

THREE DECADES SINCE FIRST  ALLEGATION
safeguarding practices. 

This review criticises the 

manner in which 

allegations against 

Brother D were handled. 

It also identifies 97 

separate allegations 

against 24 St John of 

God brothers.

2016  
Brother Whitmore is 

appointed acting CEO 

of St John of God 

Community Services 

when CEO John 

Pepper goes on 

extended sick leave as 

the group is rocked by 

a series of scandals, 

including the 

revelation of millions 

paid in secret top-ups 

to managers amid 

savage cuts to care 

services. 

2017   
Health standards 

watchdog HIQA 

threatens to close 

several St John of God 

facilities after a string of 

damning inspections 

finds vulnerable, 

intellectually disabled 

residents are being left 

at risk of violence and 

abuse because of 

continuing management 

and governance failures. 

This week: In a 

statement to the MoS 

the St John of God 

order says it is 

‘committed to the 

safeguarding of children 

and vulnerable adults.’ 

HED    THE SCANDAL

€23,000 trip to a health conference in Florida last 
June. We followed this with a story that Mr 

Pepper has at least five family members 

employed at or providing paid services to the 

group. Further revelations showed that the 
charity had put staff under surveillance.

Events for all at Easter gathering
TOMORROW promises a rich 
roster of free public events as 
Cruinniú na Cásca takes place 
across the country.

From St Stephen’s Green in 
Dublin to Triskel Christchurch 
in Cork  there’s something for 
everyone this Easter Monday.

Arts Minister Heather 
Humphreys has said the aim 

of Cruinniú na Cásca is to 
encourage people to get 
involved in the cultural life of 
their own country, through a 
national day of creativity.

Building on last year’s 
spectacular Easter Ris ing 

commemorations, Creative 
Ireland and RTÉ are 
collaborating on a huge range 
of free public events.

In Cork City free events 
include a screening of the 
Song Of The Sea at Triskel 
Christchurch and walking 
tours of Elizabeth Fort, while 
in Dublin there are more than 

50 talks, spread across St 
Stephen’s Green, Dublin 
Castle, Smithfield Square and 
Custom House Quay from 
11am to 6pm.

All events are free but talks 
and workshops should be  
pre-booked to secure a place.

To find out what’s on, see  
rte.ie/cruinniu.

By Seán Dunne
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ST JOHN of God chief John Pepper 
 received more than €2m in secret 
 payments at a time when the char-
ity lied to the HSE and said no such 
 payouts were being made, the Irish 
Mail on Sunday can reveal.

The astonishing revelation comes in the 
wake of a damning HSE audit set up as 
a result of an MoS exposé into clandes-
tine top-ups to 14 executives at the char-
ity, which received more than €500m in 
 taxpayer funds in recent years.

As the MoS revealed, the audit says the 
payments appear designed to circumvent 
HSE rules forbidding State-funded health 
agencies from breaking public-sector pay

By Michael O’Farrell
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR
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St John of God as ks HSE for €10m 
after bank turns        them down

THE embattled St John of God char-
ity this week asked for almost €10m 
in emergency funding from the tax-
payer in order to maintain its serv-
ices, the Irish Mail on Sunday can 
reveal.

Despite being severely repri-
manded in a pending HSE audit into 
more than €6m in secret and unau-
thorised top-ups to managers, the 
charity has told the HSE it needs 
emergency cash to stay afloat.

The request was discussed in a 
meeting with the HSE on Friday  
and comes as the group – which 
receives €125m annually from the 
State – is plunged into further con-

troversy as the true scale of govern-
ance failures at the charity 
emerges.

The MoS understands that in 
recent months it has struggled to 
secure further finance facilities 
from its bankers and may have 
delayed payments to certain suppli-
ers. Asked about this, a spokesman 
for the charity said it was ‘discharg-
ing all of its obligations to its suppli-
ers. It will not comment further.’

Although the entity contracted to 
the HSE – St John of God Commu-
nity Services Ltd – is financially 
strapped, the group and religious 
order are not short of funds. Accord-
ing to an analysis compiled in 2009 
for the Redress Scheme, the order 

has property assets worth €522m. 
Just a week ago, the HSE post-

poned a scheduled meeting with the 
charity’s management, saying it 
could not consider appeals for more 
money until governance concerns 
that were first exposed by this 
newspaper a year ago had been 
dealt with.

But now that details of the HSE 
audit into secret payments have 
entered the public domain, there 
have been public calls for gardaí to 
investigate and some public donors 
are demanding a refund of all of 
their previous charitable contribu-
tions.

It is likely that instead of addi-

tional funding the charity may face 
sanctions for having breached its 
service agreement with the HSE.

A proportionate percentage of 
funding can be withheld and 
requests for additional funding can 
be denied until non-compliance is 
addressed. 

Conducted by Dr Geraldine Smith, 
who audited Console last year, the 
audit is scathing.

‘The multiple examples of lack of 
candour identified by this audit 
raise fundamental issues of trust 
between SJOG and the HSE, its 
funder,’ it reads.

‘As a Section 38 entity which 
received a total of €511m from the 

taxpayer between 2012 and 2015, 
this is a matter which must be 
addressed.’

In recent weeks, the charity has 
written to the Department of Health 
to outline once again the challenge 
it is facing in delivering some serv-
ices at the current level of funding.

When asked about this letter, a 
HSE spokesperson said the funding 
concerns raised would be discussed 
once the internal audit process was 
complete, along ‘with other matters 
including finance, governance, 
compliance with public pay policy 
and compliance with standards.’

The spokesperson said the HSE 
was ‘not aware of any intent that 

SJOG has to withdraw 
from delivery of HSE-
funded health services in 
general.’

However it is increas-
ingly anticipated in the health sec-
tor that the HSE may ultimately 
sever its relationship with SJOG. 
Though this would be difficult, the 
HSE can take over the services 
provided by the charity and allo-
cate them to another provider. 

A spokesman for the charity said 
it was ‘in regular direct contact 
with the department and with the 
HSE’ and that ‘it is not appropriate 
to comment on the nature of dis-
cussions, which are ongoing.’

Emergency 
funds are 
requested  
to maintain  
its services
By Michael O’Farrell
INVESTIGATIONS EDITOR

THE long-serving Director of Finance at 
the St John of God group has resigned after 
being absent from work for a number of 
months.

The resignation of Annamarie McGill, 
right, was announced in an internal circular 
by acting group CEO Brother Fintan 
Brennan Whitmore.

Brother Whitmore stood in as a 
replacement for St John of God group CEO 
John Pepper, who has been on extended 

sick leave.
Mr Pepper went on sick leave in the wake 

of secret top-up revelations that were first 
exposed by the Irish Mail on Sunday a year 
ago.

A spokesperson for St John of God said: 
‘Annamarie resigned of her own accord and 
in good standing.’

A new interim Director of Finance, Philip 
Halpenny, began work this week. He has 
previously worked as Executive Finance 

Director for Stewarts Hospital 
Both Mr Pepper and Ms McGill were 

among those who received the secret 
top-ups in 2013.

Since those revelations, another 
executive, Clare Dempsey, has agreed a 
backdated pay cut of €15,000 annually 
because her salary of €125,000 
breached pay rules. 

Mrs Dempsey was also among 
those who received a secret top-up.

DIRECTOR OF FINANCE QUITS AFTER ABSENCE 

How MoS revealed secret payments

‘Multiple examples of  
a lack of candour’

limits. The practice – which recently 
resulted in some executives getting as much 
as €107,000 extra – saw the rules being 
flouted from as long ago as the 1980s. The 
audit even states that between 2013 and 
June last year the charity had many 
opportunities to disclose its non-compliance, 
‘but it did not do so until June 2016 when the 
compensation payments were exposed by a 
whistleblower and the Mail on Sunday’.

And when the HSE sought compliance 
from all charities, instead of stopping the 
top-ups, St John of God simply made them in 
secret to executives up to the point of 
retirement. This meant 14 managers shared 

 From Page One a huge pot of €1.6m in November 2013 alone. 
Mr Pepper, who went on sick leave after the 
MoS revelations, received just over 
€649,000; and finance director Annamarie 
McGill, regional director Clare Dempsey 
and procurement director Jane McEvoy 
were among those who shared in the payout. 

Now the audit has found that four favoured 
executives benefited from a special private 
pension fund established in 1989.

It said this fund, financed to the tune of 
millions of euro by the St John of God order, 
was ‘an additional top-up’.

And the MoS has discovered that Mr 
Pepper, whose title is chief executive of the 
St John of God group, was one of those four, 
and when the fund was wound up in 

December 2013, he received a once-off 
benefit of €1,480,000, which he transferred 
to a retirement fund.

Combined with the secret €649,000 top-up, 
which was also funded by the St John of God 
order, this means undeclared payments to 
him added up to €2,129,000 in 2013, far more 
than previously thought. Yet throughout this 
period the charity gave signed compliance 
statements to the HSE, a requirement in 
order to ensure continued funding of the 
€500m in taxpayer funds in recent years.

‘All remuneration… is in accordance with 
DOH [Department of Health] Consolidated 
Pay Scales and no non-Exchequer sources of 
funding are used to supplement employee 
 remuneration,’ a declaration signed by the 

then CEO reads. The reality is that the 
charity was not compliant with public pay 
scales at all. Instead, according to the audit, 
it was displaying a ‘lack of candour’ that 
raised fundamental issues of trust.

Such was the extent of this that at, one 
point in 2013, the charity notified the HSE 
that a minor allowance of €3,927, paid to an 
executive, had been discontinued to comply 
with HSE rules, while not declaring that the 
same executive was receiving tops-ups 
worth tens of thousands. Just ten days after 
this declaration, the executive concerned 
received a secret, undeclared lump sum of 
€89,602 as their share of the €1.6m paid to 14 
senior managers.

At this time, the charity also submitted a 

THE BIG LIE THE TRUTH OUTS
JUNE 19, 2016: The Mail on Sunday publishes details of the 
charity’s manager’s trip to a luxury US hotel. We ask Br 
Donatus Forkan how St John of God became compliant with 
HSE pay policy. He says he can’t recall. 
JUNE 24: The MoS contacts the charity about lump-sum 

compensation payments allegedly made to 14 
managers contrary to public pay policy.

JUNE 25: St John of God contacts the HSE to 
tell them about the payments. 
JUNE 30: Meeting is held between HSE HR 
and Social Care Divisions, and the charity 
admits the payments were made to the 14 

managers – without either 
informing the HSE.  
JULY 3: MoS publishes these 
shocking details for the first time. 

NOVEMBER 5, 2013: HSE puts pressure on St 
John of God to respond to salary queries. 
MID-NOVEMBER: St John of God order engages 
external auditors PwC for advice over top-ups. 
NOVEMBER 19: The then-CEO of St John of God 
confirms all salaries are in compliance. 
NOVEMBER 28: Nine days after they tell HSE 
they are compliant, the governing body of 
the charity approves the payment of lump-
sum compensation payments to 14 senior 
managers for a total cost of €1,847,646.
NOVEMBER 29-30: Lump-sum 
payments processed, and 
salaries of 13 of 14 managers, 
increased on the payroll. 

v1
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St John of God as ks HSE for €10m 
after bank turns        them down

THE full list of 
payments and secret 
top-ups in 2013 is 
detailed below. These 
one-off payments were 
to compensate the 14 
for the loss of 
undeclared top-ups in 
place at SJOG for 
decades, which were 
discontinued in 2013. 

Before 2013, the 14 
shared annual top-ups 
were worth a combined 
€528,755 every year. 

1  PAULINE BERGIN   
DIRECTOR OF DUBLIN SOUTH EAST  

Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €3,874 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 1,700
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 8,824  

2 PAT CONROY 
(NO LONGER WITH SJOG) 
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  € 17,940 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 33,428
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 42,609

3 CLARE DEMPSEY 
(CEO ST JOHN OF GOD COMMUNITY SERVICES) 
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €59,815 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 23,168
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 17,072 

4 ANN ELLARD 
(NO LONGER WITH SJOG) 
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out  € 93,932 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 28,498
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 10,885

Full details of the 2013 
payments and top-ups 

INCANDESCENT: 
Brother Donatus 

Forkan and top-up 
recipients Teresa 
Mallon, Phil Gray, 

Bernadette Shevlin, 
Clare Dempsey, 

Pauline Bergin and 
John Pepper

COMMENT Page 21

a transparent manner in the audited 
annual accounts filed publicly. 

In a move, which the audit described 
as ‘difficult to comprehend’, there 
were ‘no terms and conditions and no 
signed agreements associated with 
any of the compensation payments’. 

There were also no clawback 
provisions, meaning any executive 
who left before retirement,  which 
happened in several cases, had been 
paid in advance for unauthorised 
benefits up to the point of retirement.

St John of God has said it was 

business case to the HSE, in a bid to 
regularise certain employees who 
were receiving ‘non compliant 
remuneration’. This stated that it 
‘does not pay top-ups to senior 
executives, however in order to 
ensure we are fully compliant with 
Health Sector Pay Policy we carried 
out a root and branch examination 
of the total remuneration paid to 
our circa 3,000 employees. 
Attached are 25 anomalies found 
as a result of this analysis.’

The audit found that ‘none of the 
25 cases included any of the 14 

senior managers who were at that 
time in receipt of secret top-ups. It 

also found undeclared top-ups were 
paid at St John of God from 1986.

In the months after the MoS exposé 
the group told the HSE that it had 
identified in excess of 80 further 
cases in which allowances and salaries 
were not in compliance with pay rules. 
None of these involved the 14 who 
shared previous pay-outs.

The audit also confirms that the 
charity’s auditors, PWC, oversaw and 
calculated the secret payouts to the 14 
executives, which were agreed in a 
specially-convened, 20-minute board 
meeting of the order, days before the 
payments were made.

The payouts were never identified in 

necessary to make the payments to 12 
of the 14 managers to buy out 
potential future pension liabilities that 
might arise, an argument the HSE 
audit report completely rejects. 

In a statement: ‘St John of God also 
said: ‘We do not believe that we have 
deliberately misled the HSE at any 
point.’ 

The audit has also expressed 
concern that an unknown number of 
employees working for private St 
John of God firms could have become 
enlisted in the HSE’s public sector 
pension, something that creates an 
unknown risk to the taxpayer. 

michaelofarrell@newsscoops.org

5 PHILOMENA GRAY 
(REGIONAL DIRECTOR) - 
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €31,441 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 23,168
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 - € 37,179

6 TERESA MALLON 
(DIRECTOR OF QUALITY) 
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €164,620 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 40,725
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 2,891 

7 BERNADETTE SHEVLIN 
( SPECIAL PROJECTS DIRECTOR)
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €55,978 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 33,428
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 15,019

8 SHARON BALMAINE 
(HR DIRECTOR)  
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €145,745 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 36,690
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 46,400

9 BERNADETTE CADDEN 
(CEO ST JOHN OF GOD HOUSING ASSOCIATION)
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €57,916 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 28,851
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 4,349

10 BRENDAN MCCORMACK 
(ICT DIRECTOR) 
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €89,602 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 28,498
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 92,684

11 JANE MCEVOY 
(PROCUREMENT DIRECTOR)  
Once off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €60,391 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 25,741
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 36,232

12 ANNAMARIE MCGILL 
(FINANCIAL DIRECTOR)  
Once off 2013 top-up buy-out -  €121,459 
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 36,690
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 38,372

13 ANNA SHAKESPEARE 
(NO LONGER WITH SJOG)  
Once-off 2013 top-up buy-out -  € 93,335
Annual top-up before 2013 -  € 31,360
Credit card expenditure 2010-2016 -  € 47,756

14 - JOHN PEPPER 
(GROUP CEO)  
Once off 2013 top-up buy-out -  € 649,371 
Annual top-up before 2013 - € 107,000
Credit card expenditure 2010-2013 only   € 72,446

THE St John of God group last 
night refused to reveal whether 

its CEO is still being paid a full salary 
despite being on long-term sick 
leave. John Pepper has not been in 
work since October, but a charity 
spokesman said: ‘Mr Pepper 
is on leave on medical 
advice, and we have no 
further comment.’

In 2014, the maximum 
amount of paid sick-
leave for public servants 
was reduced to  
full-pay for 183 
days of the 
year and 
half-pay 
thereafter.

ACCOUNTANCY firm 
PricewaterhouseCoopers 

advised St John of God in mid-
November 2013 about compliance 
with the public pay policy.

According to the HSE audit,  ‘The 
payments were made on 
acceptance of professional advice 
received from professional 
financial advisers engaged by the 
Provincial and counsel of the HO- 
SJOG’. PwC were the external 
auditors of the charity at the time.

The report also details how PwC 
were paid €17,984 by the charity 
for the advice. After this – on 
November 28 – lump-sum 
compensation payments to 14 
senior managers, totalling more 
than €1.8million, were approved.

Yesterday PwC said it did not 
wish to comment.


