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Introduction 

The Region of Ireland of the Prelature of Opus Dei (“the Prelature”) is committed 
to promoting the safety, welfare and protection of children and takes any concerns 
about, or allegations, suspicions or disclosures of abuse very seriously. 

This document (CS 2) is one of a series of Child Safeguarding (“CS”) policy 
documents issued and updated by the Prelature from time to time. The purpose of CS 2 
is to guide you (as one of the faithful of the Prelature) as to how to respond if someone 
should approach you to raise a concern or to make an allegation of abuse involving a 
child.  

This Procedure sets out the action that must be taken if any concern, allegation, 
suspicion or disclosure—whether current or historical—is made to you that indicates that 
a person to whom it applies has: 

 behaved in a way that has harmed a child, or may have harmed a child, 

 may have committed a criminal offence against a child or related to a child, or 

 otherwise behaved towards a child or children in a way that indicates he or 
she is unsuitable to work with children. 

The person expressing the concern or making the allegation might be an adult or a 
child, and the allegation itself might concern a child, or an adult who is alleged to have 
been abused as a child. This CS policy does not address issues that might arise or have 
arisen in the past between adults, whether ‘vulnerable persons’ or otherwise.  

First Step 

The first step to be taken is to try to establish which entity should act on the 
concern or allegation. It is important that such matters be referred to the appropriate 
person and not discussed unnecessarily with others (see Civil liability, below). Any 
breach of confidentiality may make it more difficult to deal with the matter in the 
appropriate manner. 

If the concern or allegation involves a person to whom this Policy applies (see 
Scope, below) the Designated Officer of the Prelature should be informed as soon as 
possible. 

If the issue arises in another context, e.g. in a school or youth club not directly 
associated with the Prelature, or is against a person looking after any such activities, 
refer the complaint to the director or designated officer of the appropriate entity. If 
the person who approaches you is a child, it may be appropriate to offer to accompany 
him or her or to facilitate matters in some way; in an urgent case or where there might 
be an on-going risk to a child, refer the matter immediately to the relevant civil 
authorities1. It would not be appropriate to involve the Designated Officer of the 
Prelature unnecessarily in such cases, as these matters should always be dealt with on a 
strictly “need to know” basis. 

If the concern arises in the context of an activity run by a charitable body 
associated with the Prelature (e.g. Brosna, Fiúntas), refer the matter to the Designated 

                                                 
1 Civil authorities in the Republic of Ireland include Tusla (the Child and Family Agency) and An Garda 
Síochána; in Northern Ireland, the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety and the Police 
Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). 
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Officer named below and he will decide who needs to be informed—including the civil 
authorities—and what steps might need to be taken in accordance with the relevant 
standards. To avoid unnecessary delay, duplication or initial doubts about areas of 
responsibility, the same Designated Officer acts for the Prelature and for the separate 
civil entities that are legally responsible for activities in youth clubs and residences 
associated with the Prelature (but not for schools or parishes in which priests of the 
Prelature may act as chaplains, administer sacraments or give spiritual formation). 

Civil & Criminal Responsibilty 

The Criminal Justice (Withholding of Information on Offences against Children 
and Vulnerable Persons) Act 2012 (“the Withholding Act”) came into force on the 1 
August 2012. The Act creates an offence of withholding information regarding certain 
“arrestable offences”2 against children and vulnerable persons.  

The Withholding Act applies to everyone but it is of particular relevance to those 
working with children and vulnerable persons. The specified offences are generally of a 
more serious nature; acts of ‘gross indecency’, for example, are not included.3 The role 
of the accused vis-à-vis the victim may be relevant, e.g. a person in authority, such as a 
teacher, would be liable to a greater sentence in respect of an offence on a pupil.4 It is 
a defence for another person to rely on the knowledge that the victim does not wish to 
report the offence. 

There is currently no other general legal obligation to report suspicions of child 
abuse. Certain ‘mandated persons’ will be so obliged when the Children First Bill 2014 
is enacted and commenced. In any case, you have a moral and civil obligation to act 
reasonably and in good faith to safeguard children, while bearing in mind that the good 
name of others may also be at stake. 

A person in the Republic of Ireland who discloses or reports a suspicion to an 
“appropriate person” is protected from civil liability—in the event that the suspicion is 
subsequently shown not to have been well-founded—provided he or she has acted 
reasonably and in good faith in forming that opinion and in communicating it to the 
“appropriate person”.5 The “appropriate person” for the purposes of the Protections for 
Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act, 1998 is an officer of Tusla appointed as designated 
person for that purpose, or a member of the Garda Síochána. 

The 1998 Act does not protect communications made to any other persons or 
made in Northern Ireland. However, the common law confers a protection known as 
“qualified privilege” on communications made by persons who have a right or a duty to 
make them, or an interest in protecting another person. Thus, for example, a youth 
worker could, based on this common law defence, pass on such a communication to the 
designated officer of the entity concerned. Furthermore, a person reporting, reasonably 
and in good faith, a child’s or young person’s disclosure would not be regarded as 
making an allegation but simply as carrying out a duty responsibly.6  

                                                 
2 Criminal Law Act, 1997, Section 2.—“(1) ‘arrestable offence’ means an offence for which a person of full 
capacity and not previously convicted may, under or by virtue of any enactment, be punished by 
imprisonment for a term of five years or by a more severe penalty and includes an attempt to commit any 
such offence.” 
3 Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 1993, Section 4.—A male person who commits or attempts to commit 
an act of gross indecency with another male person under the age of 17 years shall be guilty of an offence 
and shall be liable on conviction on indictment to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 2 years. 
4 Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2006,  Section 3(2).—Any person who attempts to engage in a sexual 
act with a child who is under the age of 17 years shall be guilty of an offence and shall, subject to 
subsection (4) be liable on conviction on indictment— 

(a) to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 2 years, or 

(b) if he or she is a person in authority, to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 4 years. 
5 Protections for Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act, 1998, S. 3 (1)  
6 See Code of Good Practice, Child Protection for the Youth Work Sector, Department of Education & 
Science, 2002, para. 1.4. 
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Legal protection is lost if it can be established that the person making the report 
has acted maliciously. 

Scope 

This Procedure applies to the priests of the Prelature and to other faithful of the 
Prelature involved in giving Christian formation7 to young people, whether in the 
context of activities run on their own initiative or subject to the direction and 
responsibility of an entity such as Brosna.  

The CS policy of the Prelature does not displace the child safeguarding policies 
and procedures of the entity with primary responsibility for the activity in the context 
of which a concern may arise. The purpose of this Policy is to ensure that no gaps exist 
in the safeguarding of young people who benefit, in any context, from the formation 
provided by other entities in association with the Prelature. 

This Procedure does not address any issues that might arise between adults (i.e. 
aged 18 or over), whether ‘vulnerable persons’ or otherwise. Its application is without 
prejudice to the absolute inviolability of the seal of Confession and the confidentiality 
proper to regular spiritual guidance. A priest cannot ever disclose, directly or indirectly, 
or lead another to believe that he can or will act on, anything he might hear in the 
context of the Sacrament.8  

A priest performing a function under this Procedure should not celebrate the 
Sacrament of Penance with, or agree to provide spiritual guidance to, a respondent or 
person accused. 

Designated Officer and Support Persons 

The role of the Designated Officer is to receive—whether directly or by means of 
another person—any allegations, disclosures or expressions of concern to which this 
procedure applies and to act on and process that disclosure in accordance with the 
Child Safeguarding Policy of the Prelature.  

This role includes: 

 hearing any concerns relating to safeguarding, including any disclosures or 
allegations of abuse, and taking responsibility for managing the response to 
that concern or disclosure, from start to finish. This may include a preliminary 
internal inquiry and referral to the relevant civil authorities1, and any 
subsequent internal investigations9 

 carefully recording all steps undertaken as part of these procedures 

                                                 
7 The term “formation” as used in this Policy (e.g. “giving formation”)—whether or not further specified as 
“Christian formation”—refers to the communication and explanation of aspects of the moral, doctrinal, 
ascetical and spiritual teaching of the Catholic Church to those who wish to avail of this guidance. It does 
not include other elements of personal formation, e.g. cultural activities, study or work practices, family 
development, etc. These latter elements of personal formation may be provided, on their own 
responsibility, by charities or individuals associated with the Prelature. 
8 Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1467: “Given the delicacy and greatness of this ministry and the 
respect due to persons, the Church declares that every priest who hears confessions is bound under very 
severe penalties to keep absolute secrecy regarding the sins that his penitents have confessed to him. He 
can make no use of knowledge that confession gives him about penitents’ lives. This secret, which admits of 
no exceptions, is called the “sacramental seal,” because what the penitent has made known to the priest 
remains “sealed” by the sacrament.” 
9 The Designated Officer may be appointed by the Regional Vicar to conduct a canonical inquiry under Can. 
1717: §1 Whenever the Ordinary receives information, which has at least the semblance of truth, about an 
offence, he is to enquire carefully, either personally or through some suitable person, about the facts and 
circumstances, and about the imputability of the offence, unless this enquiry would appear to be entirely 
superfluous. §2 Care is to be taken that this investigation does not call into question anyone’s good name. 
§3 The one who performs this investigation has the same powers and obligations as an auditor in a process. 
If, later, a judicial process is initiated, this person may not take part in it as a judge. 
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 ensuring that the person raising a concern, disclosing abuse, or making an 
allegation and anyone who is implicated by that are regularly informed about 
the progress of the inquiry process 

 liaising with the National Office and having an overview of all matters dealt 
with under these procedures within the Prelature 

The role of the Support Person is to be available—if called upon by the Designated 
Officer in an appropriate case—to assist, where appropriate, with communication 
between the child or adult making an allegation/disclosure and the Designated Officer, 
to facilitate the child or adult in gaining access to information and help, and to 
represent their concerns during the inquiry process. 

Designated Officer for the Prelature:  

Name  Pat Hanratty 
Address 36 Rathfarnham Wood, Dublin 14 
Mobile 087-2731904 
Email  pathanratty@gmail.com 

Procedure on Receiving an Allegation or Suspicion 

Action to take when you (i.e. a priest or lay person of the Prelature) receive a 
concern, suspicion, disclosure or allegation of abuse involving a person to whom the 
Policy applies. 

If you are made aware of a concern, suspicion, disclosure or allegation of abuse, 
within the scope of this Procedure, you should act immediately. If the person wishing to 
make the disclosure is an adult and is agreeable to this—and provided there is no 
ongoing risk to a child involved—it is best to refer him or her directly to the Designated 
Officer, without entering into any detail about the complaint. A Support Person can 
then be made available to assist the person making the complaint. You can offer to 
facilitate a meeting with the Designated Officer, if this is appropriate.  

In any other case, you should hear the person out and, as soon as possible, record 
the information disclosed (see below). You must then refer the matter to the 
Designated Officer for the Prelature as soon as possible, and to no other person. The 
Designated Officer will, as appropriate, refer the complaint to the relevant civil 
authorities1.  

It is not your role to investigate, much less to judge, but simply to record and/or 
refer the matter as appropriate. You should not attempt, under any circumstances, to 
clarify or resolve any allegation of abuse, e.g. by bringing together the victim and 
alleged abuser to discuss the allegation. 

How to receive and record a complaint 

1. Whenever possible and practical, take notes during the conversation. Always ask 
permission to do this and explain the importance of recording all information. Where 
it is not appropriate to make notes at the time, make a written record as soon as 
possible afterwards and in any case before the end of the day. 

2. Record the time, date, location (or if the matter has been communicated by letter 
or telephone), and persons present. You can use the CS 3 form (“Record of Initial 
Disclosure”) to do this. The record should be signed and dated by the author. The 
record would normally include: 

a. accurate identifying information as far as it is known. This should include the 
name and address of the person who has raised a concern (as well as his or 
her date of birth, and parents’ / carers’ names and addresses where the 
person who has raised a concern/allegation is a child) 
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b. the name of the individual against whom the concern/allegation is being 
raised and any other identifying information 

c. as much information as possible about the circumstances that led to the 
concern/allegation being raised, why the person is worried about the welfare 
and safety of the child or children 

d. dates when the concern arose, or when the incident(s) occurred 

e. circumstances in which the concern arose, or the incident(s) occurred 

f. any explanation offered to account for the risk, injury or concern 

g. the child’s or alleged victim’s own statement using the words they used to 
describe the events or incident(s), if possible. Do not make assumptions 
about the intended meaning of words used 

h. details of any action already taken about the incident/concern/allegation 

i. any views expressed by the child’s parent(s) or guardian(s) about the matter. 

3. Do not be selective. Include detail which to you may seem irrelevant. It may prove 
invaluable at a later stage in an investigation. 

4. This initial recording will form the first entry in a file of information about the case 
which will be retained by the relevant Designated Officer. 

5. All original records, including rough notes, must be passed immediately to the 
Designated Officer. Any copies of records retained must be kept secure and 
confidential. 

6. Not all persons raising a concern will wish to go through the process described 
below. Nonetheless, information about the existence of a potential allegation must 
always be communicated to the relevant Designated Officer. 

7. In cases of emergency, where a child appears to be at immediate and serious risk, 
an immediate report should be made to relevant civil authorities1 as well as to the 
Designated Officer. Where the appropriate Tusla or Social Services staff are not 
available, An Garda Síochána / PSNI should be contacted to ensure that under no 
circumstances a child is left in a dangerous situation pending Tusla intervention. 
Consideration should, in all cases, also be given to whether an immediate referral is 
necessary in order to preserve, and safeguard against the possibility of any loss, 
deterioration or destruction of potential evidence or forensic evidence. 

8. Explain to the child/person raising the concern what will happen next. Indicate who 
will be made aware of the information given by them. Leave contact details of the 
Designated Officer.  

9. It is important not to discuss the incident/concern with anyone other than those 
detailed in these procedures. 

How to Respond to a Person making an Allegation 

It is often very difficult for people to talk about abuse so it is important to make 
sure that you are patient, listen carefully and actively, and create a safe environment 
in which they feel able to tell you as much as they can remember. This will help those 
people whose responsibility it is to investigate the incident(s) do so as thoroughly as 
possible. 

People may tell you about: 

 abuse that is happening to them now – current 

 abuse that happened to them some time ago – historical 

 something they’ve been told by someone else and that they strongly believe is true 
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 seeing signs of abuse, such as physical injuries on a child 

 something that they have witnessed, such as the behaviour of an adult to a 
child that made them feel uncomfortable. 

Where information is given in person, consider the following: 

 Listen carefully to that person, but do not ask intrusive or leading questions. 

 Stay calm, take what the person raising the concern says seriously, and 
reassure them. 

 Allow the person to continue at his/her own pace. 

 Check with the person to make sure that you have understood what they 
actually said. Do not suggest words, but use theirs. 

 Make no promises that cannot be kept, particularly in relation to secrecy, but 
listen carefully to what is being sought. 

 Explain these procedures and the referral procedures to the person. 

 Do not make any comments about the respondent, or make assumptions or 
speculate. 

 Be aware that a person’s ability to recount his or her concern or allegation will 
depend on age, culture, nationality, linguistic skill and upon any disability 
which may affect use of language and range of vocabulary. 

 Adopt a listening style which is compassionate, calm and reassuring. If the 
information given to you shocks, disgusts or distresses you, do not allow these 
feelings to show. If you do, you may inadvertently dissuade the person from 
giving any further information. 

 Avoid statements about your belief or otherwise, of the information given. 

 Do not question, beyond checking what has been said. It is the job of the 
relevant civil authorities1 to investigate. There must be no probing for detail 
beyond that which has been freely given. 

Listening does not mean telling a person to stop when they are freely recalling 
events; because some facts are only ever told once, the information given must be fully 
and accurately recorded. However, it is better that such detail is given directly to a 
professional from one of the relevant civil authorities1, to allow proper procedures to 
be observed and to avoid the distress of having to repeat the account more than once. 

A Priest must be very clear about the status of any such conversation. Make sure 
there is no misunderstanding whatever about whether the Seal of Confession applies. 

Listening to a Child 

Children will occasionally tell an adult they are being abused if they feel they can 
trust this person. This happens for many reasons but the important thing to remember is 
if they do tell you, it is likely they are doing so in the hope that you will act to stop it 
happening, even if they ask you not to do anything with the information. 

If a child begins to tell you about abuse it is important that you — 

DO: 

 stay calm 

 listen carefully and take them seriously 

 ask questions for clarification only if you are unclear what the child is saying 

 allow the child to continue at his/ her own pace 

 reassure the child that, in disclosing the abuse, they have done the right thing 
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 tell them they are not to blame for the abuse 

 let them know you will do what you can to help 

 report the child’s disclosure to the designated person immediately 

As soon as possible, write down everything that you were told by the child, using 
their own words to describe the abuse. Sign and date this record and pass it onto the 
designated person. 

DO NOT: 

 dismiss the concerns 

 panic 

 probe for more information / ask other questions 

 ‘promise not to tell anyone’ or say ‘you’ll keep it a secret’ 

 make negative comments about the accused person 

 make assumptions or speculate 

 disclose details of the allegation to anyone else—even if the allegations involve 
them in any way. 

Find an opportunity to explain that it is likely that this information will need to be 
shared with others and at the end of the discussion tell them what you plan to do next 
and with whom this information will be shared. 

Listening to a Person who Admits abusing a Child 

It is necessary to tell a person who admits an offence against a child or young 
person that such information cannot be kept confidential.10  

If such an admission is made to you, even where the admission relates to 
something which happened a long time ago, you must refer the matter to the 
Designated Officer as soon as possible, who will follow the procedures for referral to the 
relevant civil authorities1. 

Anonymous Allegations or Concerns 

Anonymous complaints are to be treated carefully. Anxiety and fear may persuade 
some people not to reveal their identity immediately. The person raising the concern 
should be informed that anonymity might restrict the ability of professionals to access 
information or to intervene to protect a child. As much openness as possible should be 
encouraged.  

The Designated Officer cannot act on information under this Procedure unless at 
some point the name of the person raising the concern/making an allegation becomes 
known. Bear in mind that you have a moral and civil obligation to act reasonably and in 
good faith where the good name of others is at stake.  

A person passing on an allegation for which there is no identifiable source or 
foundation may be considered to be taking on personal responsibility for the 
reasonableness or veracity of the allegation itself. If in doubt, it may be appropriate to 
consult the civil authorities1 directly, without identifying the person accused or the 
person making the allegation. 

 

                                                 
10 Regarding the seal of Confession and the confidentiality proper to spiritual guidance, see Scope 


