
 

DRAFT SUBMISSION TO THE LEGISLATION COMMITTEE OF THE LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL, WA 
CHILDREN AND COMMUNITY SERVICES AMENDMENT BILL 2019 
BILL 157 – SECTION 124BA 
 
The Board of the Australian Association of Religious Educators (AARE) would like to express our 
deep concern regarding the proposed Section 124BA of the Children and Community Services 
Amendment Bill 2019. 
OUR SUBMISSION IS AIMED AT THE PASTORAL CARE OF STUDENTS AND YOUNG PEOPLE 
As teachers of Religion, Philosophy and Ethics, we deal with students, many of whom access the 
Sacrament of Penance (also known as Reconciliation or Confession). 
We believe that the proposed amendment is likely to be counter-productive to the pastoral care of 
many of our students. The amendment will cut off a much-needed path to support, aid and advice that 
is freely and easily available to students negotiating the shoals of 21st century adolescence and leave 
nothing in its place.  
THE HISTORICAL RECORD – THE CONTEXT OF THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE ROYAL 
COMMISSION 
The proposed legislation is a response to the recommendations of the Royal Commission into 
Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. The Commission saw much evidence of a particular 
kind of abuse and abuser: children in institutions were abused by people in positions of power, 
entrusted with their care. It is well documented that the vast majority of cases of institutional abuse 
occurred before 1990, and that the measures subsequently adopted by churches and institutions 
have led to a vastly reduced number of incidents. 
ABUSE TODAY – CONTEXT AND CAUSES 
Most cases of child abuse today (as previously) do not occur in an institutional setting; they occur 
among families and friends and acquaintances. Findings of the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
in 2005 are still representative, “Findings from the ABS Personal Safety Survey (2005) indicated that 
for participants who had experienced sexual abuse before the age of 15, …. 13.5% identified that the 
abuse came from their father/stepfather, 30.2% was perpetrated by other male relative, 16.9% by 
family friend, 15.6% by acquaintance/neighbour, and 15.3% by other known person (ABS, 2005).  
(https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/who-abuses-children) 
IMPACT ON PASTORAL CARE - ONE ILLUSTRATION 
By way of illustrating the reason for our concern about the folly of this Amendment, and its detrimental 
effect on the Pastoral Care of young people, we cite one example highlighting the necessity to 
maintain current protections for the service provided by priests and religious ministers.  
A NEW PROFILE: CHILD-ON-CHILD ABUSE 
As teachers, we observe with concern a new cause of child abuse emerging, pornography, and with 
it, a new profile of abuser. Many researchers confirm this. Among others, Elisabeth Taylor in her 
article “Pornography as a Public Health Issue” examines the growing body of evidence that 
pornography plays a pivotal and causal role in shaping real-world sexual behaviours and 
expectations. This submission does not directly address the effect of pornography on the psycho-
sexual and neurological development of children, except in relation to child-on-child abuse. We note, 
however, that child porn is a reality thrust in the faces of our young people.  
Many of our students, like young people from all demographics in Australia, are drawn by curiosity 
into addictive and harmful viewing. The evidence points to a clear conclusion – viewing pornography 
often leads to “acting out” what is viewed, whether it be violent and degrading behaviour toward 
women, or abuse of children. As early as 2009, the Juvenile Justice Bulletin reported that “Juveniles 
account for more than one-third (35.6 percent) of those known to police to have committed sex 
offenses against minors.” https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/227763.pdf 
In 2012, the Daily Telegraph reported on Australian Bureau of Statistics figures relating to sexual 
offenses committed by school-aged children. The rise in cases was already clear - it quadrupled from 
430 in 2007 to 1709 in 2011, and has continued to rise. 
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/teenage-sex-offences-increase-australian-bureau-of-statistics-
figures-show/news-story/787e74808cc07b998ad98b99cac3cf63 
It is estimated that adolescent boys are responsible for approximately a fifth of rapes of adult women 
and between a third and a half of all reported sexual assaults of children. 
https://doi.org/10.1300/J070v05n01_03 
Associate Professor of Sociology at the Queensland University of Technology, Michael Flood, 
concludes, 



“There is no doubt: pornography exposure increases the risk of children’s and young people’s 
perpetration of sexual assault … In addition, children’s pornography exposure itself may be a part or 
symptom of a range of forms of abuse and trauma experienced by children who themselves are 
engaged in problem sexual behaviour.” 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communicati
ons/Online_access_to_porn/Submissions ). 
Research indicates that the age of the offender has no effect on the degree of harm caused by the 
abuse, and child-on-child abuse is as damaging as any other form of abuse: 
“Abuse by a school peer or sibling can be just as frightening and harmful as abuse by an adult.” 
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/young-people-who-sexually-abuse  
 
PORNOGRAPHY AND DEPRESSION 
Alongside the impulsivity and curiosity that leads them to view pornography, the students we know 
are also well-meaning and idealistic. Pornography sets up a cognitive dissonance within them, which 
leads to guilt, shame, a feeling of being trapped, and depression. We note that depression in young 
people is increasing, and that “suicide remains the leading cause of death for Australians aged 15-44 
years, and rates of young Australians dying by suicide continues to increase.” 
(https://www.orygen.org.au/About/News-And-Events/2019/Rates-of-suicide-continue-to-increase-for-
young-Au) 
“Reconciliation” or “Confession” as a path to prevention and healing  
1. PASTORAL CARE FOR THE PERSON CONFESSING 
“Reconciliation” or “Confession” offers a real and irreplaceable pastoral care option. Students of all 
faith backgrounds (or of a no-faith background) are well aware of the complete secrecy of anything 
they wish to discuss in the Confessional. If they want to, they can remain anonymous behind a screen 
and choose a priest who does not know them and has no idea who he is talking to. They can discuss 
a temptation or a sin or their confused thoughts and feelings in detail, or throw out a few tentative 
hints at their own pace, and receive wise pastoral advice from a non-judgemental counsellor. They 
will not be shamed or exposed. Peers, parents and teachers will probably never have any idea that 
the conversation took place, let alone what was said. They are safe. It is a unique and irreplaceable 
lifeline, a way out of the cul-de-sac of powerlessness and depression into which their growing 
addiction, guilt and shame can drive them. It gives hope – hope that the secret vice within them can 
be tamed, dealt with, and defeated, and they can be restored to the dignity and value that their 
idealism demands of them.  
2. PASTORAL CARE FOR THE CHILDREN THEY MAY BE TEMPTED TO HARM 
The process of “Confession” clearly forestalls the harm they may do to other children. By challenging 
the porn industry’s narrative, and offering another world view, it cuts off potential abuse BEFORE it 
happens. It reminds the person confessing of their human dignity and points out the dignity of 
potential victims – something the porn industry actively seeks to destroy, in order to break down 
consumer resistance to watching more porn.  It offers an opportunity to ask the question: “What 
(biologically) is sex for?”, and presents a framework where sex is a pleasure bond linked to 
procreation and the formation of families, a bond that holds the parents together for the good of 
children; where children’s innocence is inviolable, family stability counts, and women are real people 
to be loved and respected, not seen as the porn narrative makes them out to be: “sluts who deserve 
what they get”, which serves to validate male dominance and justify violence and abuse.  
BREAKING THE SEAL OF CONFESSION – TWO PILLARS 
The effectiveness of the Sacrament of Penance in pastoral care rests on two pillars:  
1. Complete secrecy, which allows the penitent to feel safe to open up to self-examination (with 
the guidance of the priest) 
2. Advice and direction, giving new perspectives and a way forward, from a disinterested 
outsider, interested only in their personal and spiritual wellbeing.  
If the law topples the first pillar - secrecy – the second also falls. Children and adolescents, who in 
many ways are victims themselves of the porn industry, lose the path to the only safe way many of 
them know, of dealing with what is often a truly traumatic experience for them. Like many sexual 
abuse victims, their consent in watching porn is limited and uninformed; they do not really know what 
they are letting themselves in for. They do not realise how porn is constructed to be ever more 
addictive, or how big companies use algorithms to target them. They feel guilt and responsibility for 
the trauma the porn industry has inflicted on them, as well as for their confusion and guilty fantasies. 
There is no-one they dare speak to – who will preserve their dignity by never telling anyone? If they 
know the priest MUST report suspicious information to the police (with visions of interrogation and red 
tape), where can they turn? 



The State cannot offer anything to replace Confession. It is cost-free, anonymous, and available. It is 
what children and adolescents need, and it will do great harm to take it away from those who need 
and use it.  
CONCLUSION  
Although the danger of breaking the Seal of Confession applies to many different areas of Pastoral 
Care, we have, for simplicity, limited our submission to one example, as it is particularly bound up with 
child sexual abuse: pornography accessed by young people. 
Pornography is not the only issue young people have to deal with, but it is very common. It is an 
abuse, and it leads to the copycat proliferation of child and peer abuse in the real world.  It is often a 
secret vice and will only be addressed in the safety of secrecy. 
Young people are highly unlikely to approach parents, teachers or school counsellors about a growing 
addiction, usually carried out in shameful isolation, or an inclination to “try out” screen behaviours on 
peers or younger children, or many other issues that they must navigate. Psychologists are a foreign 
and expensive concept, beyond their means and their thoughts. Confession, precisely because of its 
seal of secrecy, provides an early brake and offers a world vision quite different to that promoted by 
the porn industry, or even the mixed messages of the media.  
On behalf of the Board of the Australian Association of Religious Educators, we ask the Committee 
most earnestly to hear our concerns regarding the harm that destroying the Seal of the Confession is 
likely to do to the children and adolescents we work with. In terms of the bigger picture of eliminating 
child sexual abuse, it will only be counterproductive. It will cut off the one safe, secret way many 
children and adolescents, who are increasingly at risk of becoming offenders themselves, have to 
deal with shame and depression, and leave them alone with entrapment and addiction. In some tragic 
cases, the unchallenged porn narrative will be acted out, and more children will be deeply hurt. 
Yours sincerely, 
CHRIS CALLUS – PRESIDENT 
SUSAN REGNARD – VICE-PRESIDENT 
 
 
 
 
 

 




