
 

Dear Legislation Committee 
 
I am writing in regards to the recently proposed amendment to the Children and Community Services 
Act, which extends mandatory reporting to ministers of religion. At a glance, this may appear to be a 
very good idea. However, a deeper analysis shows that this is a futile task.  
 
The most blatant reason for this is that the Catholic Church is a universal church, and hence the 
change must be made by the Holy See in Vatican. In 2019, Pope Francis has made his position clear: 
"Even if [the seal of confession] is not always understood by modern mentality, it is indispensable for 
the holiness of the Sacrament and for the penitent’s freedom of conscience. no human power has 
jurisdiction over it, nor can it claim it". Therefore it is unlikely that the universal Catholic Church will 
change their view. This amendment will force priests to choose between following a Canon Law of the 
Catholic Church, to which they had vowed to follow and serve, or a local government law, to which 
they are bound because of where they live. If they break the Canon Law, they will lose their jobs and 
be excommunicated. If they break the local government law, they can be fined and prevented from 
working with children. This puts priests at a unfairly difficult position. Even so, many priests would still 
choose worldly punishments in order to follow and serve the Church and God they vowed to follow in 
the beginning of their career. This is because, to the faithful, the divine meaning of the Sacraments 
are much more important than the world. Consequently, from this position, will there be a benefit to 
this legislation if priests cannot morally follow it and most likely will not follow it? 
 
The second point is something which I have discovered recently, and have surprised me a lot. It is 
that child sex abuse survivors are among the people who have benefited from the Seal of Confession. 
I cannot express these benefits better than the previously non-Catholic and non-Orthodox child sex 
survivor, James Parker, of whom I know you must be familiar with by now through his submission and 
his powerful video (https://www.catholicweekly.com.au/proposed-wa-law-angers-survivors/). His 
incredible healing process shows that secrecy of the Confessional is powerful. We must ask the 
question, why is it that many child sex abuse victims only come forward after years of abuse or only 
after the abuse has stopped? Even though it doesn't make sense to many of us, most victims are 
scared or ashamed of having their experiences revealed or the identities of their abusers revealed. 
Most victims are only comfortable to share after they have had significant healing. Mandatory 
reporting will likely mean that less victims will start to open up and heal. So, will this legislation really 
bring a benefit to those it is meant to benefit (i.e. child sex victims)? 
 
But what if the perpetrator comes to the confessional? Well, Archbishop Timothy Costelloe writes, 
"people only confess what they acknowledge to be wrong. Many abusers do not recognise the evil of 
their actions and so would not seek absolution in the Confessional for their sins." In my experience, it 
takes a lot of effort to drive to a Catholic Church, walk inside, see the face of Jesus on the cross, wait 
in the pews, enter the room and speak my sins. If you have experienced this, you will understand the 
point Archbishop Costelloe is making. The Act of Confession is something you have to seek and work 
for, not blindly follow. In this view, it is hard to see an abuser come to a Church and confess 
something they do not believe is wrong. If they are coming to Confession to say these things, it can 
reveal a deeper sense of regret. And the words of the priest can bring about wisdom and change to 
the abuser. Furthermore, the Church teaches that sins can only be forgiven if the sinner does 
repentance for their actions, which in this case, is to admit guilt to the right authorities. If this 
legislation is passed, no abuser will come to the confessional for fear of persecution, even if they are 
feeling a sense of guilt. This ultimately means that, the law will become futile to its goal, while also 
preventing any potential good that it was bringing to sinners. 
 
One minor point is that confession is also mostly done behind a curtain/cover. This means the priest 
may or may not know who is confessing at the time. They cannot possibly reveal someone who they 
do not know.  
 
Furthermore, there are many other professionals who are mandatory reporters, namely teachers, 
boarding supervisors, police officers, doctors, nurses and midwives. Maybe, one must consider how 
beneficial mandatory reporting really is. An article by Mical Raz (2017), as published in the Official 
Journal of the American Academy of Paediatrics, states, "...increased mandatory reporting 
requirements have not been consistently proven to correlate with higher rates of substantiated 



cases.2,7 Despite a dearth of data, at any juncture at which child abuse policy is debated, the result is 
nearly always additional expansion of the requirements for mandatory reporting. This expansion 
seems to make for good politics, because child abuse legislation garners broad bipartisan support, 
but is it good policy?" I think it is important to look at the reporting data and ask, is this a political ploy 
or is it good policy? 
 
In conclusion, I would like to re-iterate the points that I have made: 1) The Catholic Church in WA 

cannot change universal Church teachings and hence priests will be forced to choose between two 

contradicting laws; 2) Most priests will choose punishment than betray Church teachings as the 

faithful believe that the divine teachings is far more important than the world; 3) Child sex survivors 

have greatly benefited from the Seal of Confession, and the healing has allowed them to have the 

courage to speak up about their abuse; 4) It is unlikely that an abuser with no sense of guilt will come 

to Confession and even more unlikely that they will come after the legislation is passed; 5) Priests 

sometimes does not see the person confessing; 6) Mandatory reporting is not consistently proven to 

be effective, and the result of any debate is usually to expand mandatory reporting requirements, 

which is good for politics, but is not evidence-based. 




