Safe Environment

Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston Will Host
America’s First Ever LOUDFence Event

WHO: Anyone affected by abuse
from anywhere and all who wish to
offer support and promote healing

WHAT: LOUDFence event to
promote healing

WHEN: Sunday, April 7, 2024,
starting at 10:30 am

WHERE: Cathedral of St. Joseph,
13™" and Eoff Streets, Wheeling,
WV

On social media, Antonia Sobocki describes herself
as a “Roman Catholic, wife, mum, and advocate for
the rights of children and all those affected by
abuse.”

She also is the director of LOUDFence UK, a “pro-
healing and reconciliation movement” that actually
started in 2015 in Australia as a result of the sex
abuse crisis in the Catholic church, according to
loudfence.com.

In September of 2023, Antonia carried her message
of healing personally to Pope Francis at the Vatican.

Now, she is coming to America, in particular to the
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph at 13" and Eoff streets and its surrounding grounds and gardens in Wheeling will
serve as the first ever location in the United States to host a LOUDFence event. Mass is scheduled for 10:30
am on Sunday, April 7, 2024, with Bishop Mark Brennan presiding. The actual LOUDFence healing activity
will follow.

“April is Child Abuse Prevention Month in the United States and an ideal time to engage in healing
activities,” said Bryan Minor, Process Administrator for Safe Environment for the Diocese of Wheeling-
Charleston. “Antonia reached out to the Catholic church in the United States to spread a message of healing,
and the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston heard her. We are humbled to be the first diocese in America to host
a LOUDFence event. We are embracing this opportunity, and we welcome anyone in the community who is
interested in healing and offering support for survivors to come join us.”

A survivor herself, Antonia started LOUDFence UK in her home
country of England in 2020.

“We are humbled to be
the first diocese In

In the United States, the protocol for protecting children and
vulnerable adults in Catholic dioceses is known as Safe
Environment. In the UK, it is called Safeguarding. In the United

America to host a
LOUDFence event. We
are embracing this
opportunity, and we
welcome anyone in the
community who is
interested in healing
and offering support
for survivors to come

States, the Safe Environment protocol was mandated for all
dioceses in 2002 by the United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops (USCCB) through the Charter for the Protection of
Children and Young People. The Catholic church in the UK
embarked on similar measures starting in 2000 and continuing to
this day.

“Of course, our foremost concern is always for survivors of
abuse and their healing and well-being,” Minor said. “And there
are others who perhaps were not abused sexually or physically,
yet they still feel deeply aggrieved by abuse perpetrated upon
others and the fractures such terrible actions cause in their
churches, schools, homes, or organizations. This is an

e nity for healing for them 11.”
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The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston’s LOUDFence activity will
involve two key components, starting at 10:30 am at the
Cathedral with Mass celebrated by Bishop Brennan. The second
component of the LOUDFence event is the tying of ribbons around a fence as a symbolic gesture of healing
and support. For the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston’s LOUDFence event, the fence surrounding the garden
across the street from the Cathedral will serve. Participants may simply tie a ribbon in remembrance or
support, or they also may include a card with a written message of support or healing. A message may be
written with a specific person or persons in mind, or it may be one of healing or support in general. The
ribbons and written messages may remain anonymous. Recognizing that abuse crosses all age, gender,
ethnic, economic, and religious boundaries, anyone in the community is welcome to come by during the day
or the days following and tie a ribbon or a ribbon with a message on the fence.

Many people in England are sending ribbons with messages for the fence in West Virginia, according to
Antonia.

Anyone in the community is welcome to visit the garden and view the ribbons and messages. Attendance at
the 10:30 am Mass is not required to participate in the LOUDFence activity. It is anticipated that there will
be people who do not prefer to enter the church but still wish to participate by tying a ribbon on the fence.
The ribbons and messages will remain on the fence for a respectful period of time.
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Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston Is Compliant
With USCCB Charter for Protecting Children

The Diocese of Wheeling-
Charleston is compliant with the
United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops (USCCB)
Charter for the Protection of
Children and Young People,
according to Stonebridge Business
Partners, the third-party agency
contracted to audit dioceses across
America.

The Diocese of Wheeling-
Charleston’s on-site portion of the
Safe Environment audit occurred
on March 12-13, 2024, with

Stonebridge auditors traveling to Charleston.

The Charter, established in 2002, mandates a Safe Environment program for every diocese in the United
States. Required components for every diocese include background checks for employees and volunteers
who work directly or indirectly with minors, completion of awareness training, and receipt and review of a
sex abuse policy. The Charter mandates an on-site Safe Environment audit for every diocese every three
years. However, Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston Bishop Mark Brennan elects on-site Safe Environment
audits on a yearly basis as opposed to every three years.

“We are pleased to report to the faithful in West Virginia that our Diocese has been designated as compliant
with the Charter,” said Bryan Minor, process administrator for Safe Environment for the Diocese of
Wheeling-Charleston. “In 2022, Bishop Brennan indicated his preference for the diocese to be on-site audited



for Safe Environment on a yearly basis. We hope this reassures the faithful of the Bishop’s level of
commitment to fostering a culture of safety here.”

Completion of the Safe Environment protocol is a condition of employment in the diocese. In addition, all
volunteers who work directly or indirectly, with or around, or have access to children must be compliant with
Safe Environment. In addition to the background check, awareness training, and policy, the Diocese calls
specific attention to its Code of Conduct and to the state of West Virginia’s 24-hour reporting requirement
for abuse.

“There are a whole host of other requirements and best practices that we engage in as a diocese to protect
children and vulnerable adults,” Minor said, “We are audited in that capacity as well. Stonebridge does a
very thorough job of analyzing and verifying what we do here and how we do it.”

For example, other Safe Environment requirements and best practices for which the diocese is on-site audited

include but are not limited to:

- Parishes and schools display reporting posters in public places and regularly print reporting procedures in
weekly parish bulletins.

- The Diocese maintains a web site with a section dedicated to Safe Environment protocol and reporting
concerns.

- The Diocese offers multiple methods for reporting concerns.

- The Diocese’s lay-led Review Board regularly meets and advises the Bishop on Safe Environment-
related matters.

- The Diocese reports to and cooperates with civil authorities on Safe Environment-related matters where
applicable.

- The Diocese promotes healing and transparency.

- The Diocese has established and adheres to a communications plan for Safe Environment-related matters.

- Compliance for volunteers and employees at parishes and schools is carried out at the local level and
documented.

- In addition to background checks, fingerprinting is mandated for clergy and school personnel.

“Prior to the auditors arriving on site, we send them quite a bit of documentation from throughout the year so
they can properly analyze our processes and determine our level of compliance,” Minor said. “We work on
collecting and preserving compliance documentation all year long. There is a very in-depth document, called
an Audit Instrument, that Stonebridge requires us to complete each year, accompanied by the corresponding
proof validating our efforts.”

The yearly data collection portion of the audit process will be conducted from the end of April to the end of
May. “The data collection protocol is where our parishes and schools report their numbers — numbers of
compliant volunteers, employees, and children who have received awareness training,” Minor said. “And we
here at the Chancery report the number, if any, of allegations we have received during the past year and
indicate how those allegations were handled.”

For the past several years, auditors have recommended continuing awareness training in some form for
employees and volunteers of the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston. Presently, volunteers are not required to
complete any continuing education relative to Safe Environment. Bishop Brennan supports this
recommendation and has advised that the Diocese will be instituting a yearly Safe Environment awareness
training requirement that will be implemented in phases. More information will follow in the coming weeks
from the Bishop’s Office and from the Office of Safe Environment at the Chancery regarding the
implementation of continuing Safe Environment education.




Bishop Institutes Requirement for Continuing Education

In accordance with nationwide best practices and
upon recommendation by the independent agency
that audits the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston
for Safe Environment compliance, Bishop Mark
Brennan will institute a yearly continuing
education requirement, starting this year.

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston recently was
designated as compliant with the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB)
Charter for the Protection of Children and Young
People, but auditors reiterated their best practice
recommendation for continuing Safe Environment
education for employees and volunteers.

“The overwhelming majority of dioceses in the United States require regular awareness training for all
employees and volunteers,” said Bryan Minor, Process Administrator for Safe Environment for the Diocese
of Wheeling-Charleston. “Historically, our diocese’s training protocol has been what we refer to as ‘one and
done,” meaning you complete training one time, and you don’t have to take it again. Starting in 2024, at the
Bishop’s direction, we are going to begin phasing in a yearly Safe Environment continuing education
requirement.”

More specific details and deadlines will follow from the Bishop and from the Office of Safe Environment in
the coming weeks.

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston uses VIRTUS as its awareness training provider, and it is expected that
the majority of continuing education will be delivered and achieved through that platform.

“We anticipate that most people will be able to log on to their VIRTUS accounts and complete training from
the comfort of their own homes or anywhere they have an internet connection,” Minor said. “For those who
might not be as comfortable online, we will have alternative options for continuing education in place. As
2024 progresses, we will release information and details. Continuing education is a topic that the Bishop has
considered and sought advice on for quite a while now. He is ready to move forward and implement this best
practice in our diocese.”

Instructions for Reporting a Safe Environment Concern in the Diocese

The Diocese encourages reporting to civil authorities first and foremost if

a crime has been committed or is suspected.. There are several

mechanisms for reporting. \
To Report to Civil Authorities: b ‘
Contact your local law enforcement; numbers will vary based on your

location. If you believe someone is in immediate danger, call 911. To

confidentially report any incidence of suspected child abuse or neglect,

including sexual abuse, contact the West Virginia Bureau for Children

and Families’ Child Protective Services by calling the Child Abuse
Hotline at 800-352-6513.



To Report Abuse by a Bishop of the Catholic Church:

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston encourages reporting to civil authorities first and foremost if a crime
has been committed. We also encourage utilizing www.reportbishopabuse.org to report. If you have reason
to believe that a bishop has engaged in sexual misconduct or has interfered with an investigation into sexual
misconduct, please contact civil authorities in the applicable jurisdiction and visit
www.reportbishopabuse.org.

To the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston:

The Diocese encourages reporting to the appropriate civil authorities first and foremost as well as to the
appropriate church authorities. To report suspected cases of sexual abuse of children by clergy, religious or
lay personnel of the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston to the Diocese, please contact one of the Bishop’s
designees at 1-888-434-6237: Bryan Minor, ext. 263; Tim Bishop, ext. 353; Very Rev. Dennis R. Schuelkens
Jr., V.E., ext. 270; Sr. Martha Gomez, ext. 264; or please call the Office of Safe Environment at
304.230.1504. You may also visit www.dwec.org, under “Accountability,” and utilize any of the mechanisms
listed for reporting, including EthicsPoint, a third-party reporting system that accepts reports via internet or
phone. You may report anonymously to EthicsPoint if you prefer.

VIRTUS Teaching Safety for Children Program for 2023-24

A Student Awareness Program has been
implemented since the fall of 2005 to give children
information (appropriate for their age levels) and
skills to help recognize acceptable and
unacceptable behaviors and how to effectively deal
with those behaviors. This is a VIRTUS program
called “Teaching Safety.” The program is taught
in Catholic schools and as part of Parish Schools of
Religion. This program offers lesson plans for
children in grades Kindergarten through 12.

The “Teaching Safety” lesson cycle for this year
is:

School Year 2023-24 ... Lesson ONE and Lesson
TWO ... Lesson One should have been taught by the end of October 2023. Lesson Two should be taught by
the end of the school year. If you taught both lessons together back in October, then congratulations, you are
all done. Please make sure you have recorded your lessons in the VIRTUS system. Please remember all
parents/guardians who opt out of the lessons for their children are welcome to take copies of the lessons and
teach them at home. If you are a parent or guardian, please contact your parish or school if you would like to
see the lessons in advance of being taught or if you would like to teach the lessons to your child yourself.

April Is Child Abuse Prevention Month

Grant that all harmed by abuse may find justice, healing,
and peace.

We ask this through Christ, our Lord.

Amen.



http://www.dwc.org/

