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Timeline 
 1982 

First National Symposium on Child Sexual Abuse held in Denver, Colorado, focusing on sexual abuse that occurred within families. Abuse by acquaintances was not on the agenda.

Big Brother Big Sisters of America defined characteristics to “help identify person who might be prone to sexually abuse the children in our program.” 

 1984 

 Boy Scouts of America learn of William Tobiassen, a Scout leader married with three grown children, who was accused of sodomizing a number of youths over a 17-year period. Before the end of July, the national office had received five allegations of abuse against scoutmasters and began to scrutinize its protocols. By 1989 Scouts’ parents were receiving a 24-page handbook on protecting their children from abuse.
The misconduct of Father Gilbert Gauthe of Lafayette, Louisiana, focuses public attention on the problem of sexual abuse of minors by priests. NCCB/USCC staff has limited discussions with diocesan personnel about concerns presented by resulting claims. Additional claimants in other dioceses come forward. NCCB/USCC staff act as resource to bishops and their staff who have ultimate responsibility for responding to claims. 
 
Several state legislatures change child abuse reporting statutes. 

1985 

 Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints begins work on church disciplinary procedures regarding child abuse.

Several state Catholic conferences and individual dioceses begin developing personnel policies governing abuse allegations using their own expert and legal personnel along with consultation with NCCB/USCC staff. Based on operating experiences of dioceses, NCCB/USCC staff begins to make more uniform suggestions to individual dioceses which eventually are formalized as the Five Principles for dealing with allegations of sexual abuse of minors (see June 1992). 

In June, sexual abuse claims are discussed at the meeting of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops held in Collegeville, Minnesota, including presentations by a psychiatrist, a lawyer, and a bishop on aspects of the problem.
 
Father Michael Peterson, president of the St. Luke Institute, Father  Thomas Doyle, canon lawyer on the staff of the Apostolic Nunciature, and Attorney Raymond Mouton, lawyer for Father Gauthe, draft a resource paper entitled “The Problem of Sexual Molestation by Roman Catholic Clergy: Meeting the Problem in a Comprehensive and Responsible Manner.” This offers the authors' opinions of the potential size of the situation facing the Church in the United States and suggestions on how to deal with it. Father Peterson sends diocesan bishops copies of the text of the entire report as an appendix to a document prepared by the St. Luke Institute with a note urging recipients to "treat the contents of this document as confidential" and saying that it contains "my professional and personal remarks and should not be construed as a national plan" for the bishops' conference. 

 An NCCB/USCC staff review finds that, with few exceptions, issues raised in the report have already been identified for the bishops by NCCB/USCC staff and other experts, especially at the Collegeville meeting. A major difference is the report's suggestion of a national intervention team (a doctor, a canonist, and a lawyer) to respond to complaints in individual dioceses. Dioceses prefer to respond through their own expert personnel, rather than a national team, due to the factual and legal uniqueness of each accusation. The media characterizations of the report as a proposal either ignored or summarily rejected by the Conference are inaccurate. 

 1986-1988
Dioceses develop more definitive personnel policies to respond to claims and training programs for policy implementation. 

1991 
U.S. Episcopalian and American Baptist churches establish guidelines to prevent child abuse; other churches follow in the next few years.

1992 
In November, bishops form a Committee on Priestly Life and Ministry Subcommittee on Child Sexual Abuse by Priests, headed by Franciscan Father Canice Connors, president of t. Luke Institute, to address the subject of sexual abuse by clergy.
At the Bishops’ General Meeting, following extensive deliberation, the NCCB/USCC president formally states the Five Principles: 

1. Respond promptly to all allegations of abuse where there is reasonable belief that abuse has occurred.
2. If such an allegation is supported by sufficient evidence, relieve the alleged offender promptly of his ministerial duties and refer him for appropriate medical evaluation and intervention. 
3. Comply with the obligations of civil law as regards reporting of the incident and cooperating with the investigation.
4. Reach out to the victims and their families and communicate sincere commitment to their spiritual and emotional well-being. 
5. Within the confines of respect for privacy of the individuals involved, deal as openly as possible with the members of the community. 
These were announced at the June meeting in Collegeville and affirmed by the full body of bishops at the next November meeting. 
1993 

In February the subcommittee on Child Sexual Abuse by Clergy convenes a “Think Tank” in St. Louis, Missouri to address the child sexual abuse by clerics' issue.
May to June discussions with the Holy See culminate in a meeting between Vatican officials and the president and others representatives of the U.S. bishops’ conference. The Holy Father issues a June 11 letter to the U.S. bishops condemning child abuse and announcing the formation of a Joint Study Commission to address the NCCB/USCC concerns about canonical problems in dealing with priest abusers.

In June, at the Bishops’ General Meeting, a report on the “Think Tank” is presented and discussed at a plenary public session. 

The Ad Hoc Committee on Sexual Abuse (AHCSA) is established, and Bishop John Kinney is named chair.  

The AHCSA issues Restoring Trust Vol. I, which includes:

· A review of 157 diocesan policies 

· A description of 10 treatment centers 

· Articles on topics ranging from pedophilia and victims/families to parishes as victims and expectations of treatment
In August at World Youth Day in Denver Pope John Paul II laments the scandals of child sexual abuse by priests, saying he shared his bishops' concern for the victims of these crimes. Recommending prayer as the best means to address this "evil," the pope quoted from a letter he sent to U.S. bishops two months before: "America needs much prayer -- lest it lose its soul.”
Congress passes National Child Protection Act, which establishes national database of convicted criminals, allows child-serving organizations to access records, and shields organizations from liability “solely for failure to conduct a criminal background check.” 

1994 
In April, at the request of U.S. bishops, the Holy See raises canon law’s age of majority for the United States from 16 to 18 years of age for acts of sexual abuse of minors. This brings canon law into line with most U.S. civil jurisdictions regarding who is a minor. 

1995
In November, the AHCSA issues Restoring Trust Vol. II, which includes:

· A description of eight treatment centers

· A 42-page presentation on care and concern for victims/survivors

· Articles on topics ranging from the offender and effectiveness of treatment to the insurance viewpoint.

1996 

In November, the AHCSA issues Restoring Trust Vol. III, which reviews the efforts and activities to that point and notes areas still to be addressed.

1997 

In June, the AHCSA promotes a video on boundaries issues. This resource was entitled “Priestly Relationships: Freedom through Boundaries” and consisted of a resource guide and a video which addresses ministerial and social situations with priests in six vignettes. The resource was designed for priests’ support groups and for a one- or two-day gathering of priests. The development started in December of 1995, and the meetings for this development went on through February 1997.

U.S. Department of Justice releases “Child Sexual Molestation: Research Issues,” which summarizes the state of clinical knowledge at the time.  Among other things, the document reports that “optimal treatment interventions have yet to be identified”; “cognitive behavior therapy, antidepressant and antiandrogen medication has reduced recidivism among child molesters”; and “[i]ntensive community-based supervision and management of child molesters is essential to reduce sexual victimization rates.”
1998 
Congress passes Volunteers for Children Act, amending the National Child Protection Act to broaden the access of youth-serving organizations to the criminal records database, even in the absence of implementing state legislation.

1999 
AHCSA meetings with victims and victim advisory groups take place. 

2000 
Meetings with victims and victim advisory groups continue. A meeting with English-speaking bishops’ conferences in Rome also takes place. The AHCSA is reconstituted with a focus on education, prevention, and a review of diocesan policies for child-safe environments.

2001
Restoring Trust materials are developed for wider dissemination. There is a review of due process issues for returning a priest to ministry or dismissing him from the priesthood after treatment. 

On April 30, Pope John Paul  II promulgated new substantive and procedural norms that dealt with more serious ecclesiastical crimes, including the sexual abuse of minors by clerics.
2002 
On January 6, the Boston Globe launches a series of articles on the case of Father John Geoghan and the handling of clerical sex abuse cases in general in the Archdiocese of Boston, which eventually sparks a national crisis for the Church in the United States.

In March, the AHCSA begins drafting what will eventually become the Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People.  It also drafts several questions to be presented to bishops at regional meetings to get feedback on the most significant issues with which the Charter will deal. 

On April 22-25, at the Holy See’s request, the U.S. Cardinals and United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), formerly the NCCB/USCC, officers meet with the heads of the relevant offices of the Roman Curia to discuss the situation. 

During April-May the draft of the Charter is completed. 

On June 14, the bishops adopt the Charter for the Protection of Children and Young People by a vote of 239-13 at their General Meeting in Dallas.. Governor Frank Keating of Oklahoma is appointed by Bishop Wilton Gregory as chair of the National Review Board (NRB). 

The Charter, comprised of 17 Articles and a Statement of Episcopal Commitment, is divided into four major components which closely parallel the Five Principles. The four major components are:                

1. TO PROMOTE Healing and Reconciliation with Victims/Survivors of Sexual Abuse of Minors
2. TO GUARANTEE an Effective Response to Allegations of Sexual Abuse of Minors

3. TO ENSURE the Accountability of Our Procedures

4. TO PROTECT the Faithful in the Future 

The full Charter can be found at: http://www.usccb.org/ocyp/charter.pdf.

The bishops also adopt the Essential Norms, which are canonical laws for the U.S. for dealing with sexual abuse of minors, and seek Vatican authorization for them. While usually referred to simply as the Essential Norms, the document's full title is Essential Norms for Diocesan/Eparchial Policies Dealing with Allegations of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Priests or Deacons. (The dioceses of Eastern Catholic churches are called eparchies.) 

2003 

 

The Vatican approves the Essential Norms for a two-year period with the expectation that revisions would be made in light of experience.

In March, the John Jay College of Criminal Justice of the City University of New York is selected to do research in accord with Article 9 of the Charter, which says that the NRB will “commission a descriptive study, with the full cooperation of our dioceses/eparchies, of the nature and scope of the problem” of sexual abuse of minors by clergy within the Catholic Church in the United States.

2004
Two further reports on sexual abuse of minors by clergy are released: 

A Report on the Crisis in the Catholic Church in the United States, prepared by the National Review Board and The Nature and Scope of the Problem of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Priests and Deacons in the United States, a research study conducted by the John Jay College 

The latter study finds that, for the period of the study, 1950 through 2002, 4,392 priests were accused of sexual abuse and over 10,667 individuals made allegations of sexual abuse by clergy.  The estimate of the total costs to the Church for payment to victims, for the treatment of priests, and for legal expenses exceeded $500,000,000. The study also found that “more abuse occurred in the 1970s than any other decade, peaking in 1980.” The study also notes that  “Approximately one-third of all allegations were reported in 2002-2003, and two-thirds have been made since 1993. Thus, prior to 1993, only one-third of cases were known to Church officials.”

On May 17, the AHCSA and the NRB hold their first joint meeting to discuss future compliance audits of dioceses and other issues related to implementation of the Charter.  Also discussed were the recommendations by the AHCSA and the NRB to the full Body of Bishops for action at the June meeting in Denver.  These recommendations were: 

· A proposal regarding possible further analyses of  the data gathered for The Nature and Scope of the Problem of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Priests and Deacons in the United States, conducted by the John Jay College

· A Request for Proposal for the study on the causes and context of the sexual abuse crisis 

· A process for the recommendation of future potential members of the NRB
2005 

In June, the U.S. bishops revise the Essential Norms and seek Vatican approval.

On November 15, the NRB selects the John Jay College to conduct a major study of the causes and context of the clergy sex abuse problem. The U.S. bishops had previously committed $1 million towards the study with further funding being sought from Catholic and other philanthropic groups.

2006
A Supplemental Data Analysis conducted by the John Jay College of the data gathered for its February 2004 report on the “Nature and Scope of the Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Clergy 1950-2002” is released. 

In May, the Vatican approves the revised U.S. Essential Norms on clergy sex abuse. The Essential Norms, which have the force of law in all U.S. dioceses, require each diocese to have written policies on clerical sexual abuse of minors, an assistance coordinator for victims, and a review board that advises the bishop on individual cases and on policy. The Essential Norms also spell out detailed procedures for handling any allegation of abuse, for removing from ministry clerics who sexually abuse a minor, and for applying other penalties, including laicization. The revised Essential Norms are to remain in effect, the Vatican says, "until otherwise provided," that is, indefinitely. 

 

One change in the revised version was a significant shortening of the description of sexual abuse of a minor to conform more precisely to the legal definition of the crime that is found in the Latin Church's Code of Canon Law and, for Eastern Catholic churches, the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches. "For purposes of these Norms, sexual abuse shall include any offense by a cleric against the Sixth Commandment of the Decalogue with a minor as understood in CIC [the Code of Canon Law] canon 1395 §2, and CCEO [the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches], Canon 1453 §1," according to the preamble to the revised Norms. Norm 12 prohibits transferring a priest or deacon for ministry to another diocese or eparchy if he has sexually abused a minor. 

 

The revised Norm adds new language spelling out the obligation of a bishop to inquire specifically about a background of sexual abuse whenever he accepts a transferred cleric for ministry. "Every bishop/eparch who receives a priest or deacon from outside his jurisdiction will obtain the necessary information regarding any past act of sexual abuse of a minor by the priest or deacon in question," the added language states. Under then-current church law the time limit for prosecuting the crime of clerical sexual abuse of a minor runs out 10 years after the victim reaches his or her 18th birthday, but the Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith can extend the time limit indefinitely on a case-by-case basis for the prosecution of cases. In 2010, the Holy See changed the time limit to 20 years from the age of majority.
2007
On March 9, the contract with John Jay College is signed for the beginning of the Causes and Context Study. 

2011

On May 16, the Vatican releases circular letter to episcopal conferences on developing guidelines for dealing with cases of sexual abuse of minors perpetrated by clerics.
On May 18, The Causes and Context of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Priests in the United States, 1950-2010 study is released. 

 

 

