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Victims Assistance Coordinators
Provide Critical Guidance, Support

For nearly 30 years, Victims Assistance Coordinators in
Catholic dioceses across America have been making a Charter for the
difference in the lives of abuse survivors. i ;
Protection of Children
The Charter for the Protection of Children and Young and Young PCOplﬁ
People, established by the United States Conference of ‘
Catholic Bishops in June 2002, requires that every
diocese in the United States have a Victims Assistance
Coordinator in place. The Charter provides the
framework for every Safe Environment program in every
diocese in America, and the position of Victims
Assistance Coordinator is one critical component of that
framework.

VAC:s, as they are informally referred to, are mental health professionals trained and experienced in
handling matters relating to sex abuse. Their primary function in Catholic dioceses is to assist
survivors in navigating the process of coming forward and making a disclosure and subsequently
finding help, whether from civil authorities, counseling/therapy providers, or both.

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston has a Victims Assistance Program, and the Victims Assistance
Coordinator is Erin McFarland, M. Ed., LPC. She has 25 years of extensive experience in various
settings working with children and families, particularly those suffering from the effects of abuse and
neglect.

Most often, the process of engaging a Victims Assistance Coordinator starts with a disclosure, the act
of a person reporting to the VAC that he or she suffered abuse, whether physical or sexual or both. Or
the disclosure may involve reporting another form of inappropriate behavior or concern that may or
may not be a reportable offense. VACs may promise dignity and discretion, but, like all mandatory
reporters, they cannot promise secrecy. If a person discloses a reportable offense, the VAC, by law,
must report it to civil authorities. The nature and details of the disclosure determine the next steps. If
there is a credible allegation that a crime has been committed, the VAC will report it to civil
authorities. The VAC also may compassionately and gently guide the survivor through the process of
finding professional services, including counseling.



VAC:s provide stability and comfort during times that may feel scary or overwhelming to survivors.
Decades may pass before some survivors feel ready to disclose. Upon reflection, many survivors
recognize disclosure as the initial step of their healing journey. Reaching out to a VAC may be life-
changing for a survivor of abuse.

2025-26 Children’s Program: VIRTUS Teaching Safety

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston provides awareness training for adults as well as children in
grades Kindergarten through 12. Two lessons are taught every year for all students enrolled in
Catholic schools and in parish schools of religion throughout the Diocese. For the 2025-26 school
year, Lessons 5 and 6 will be taught for all grade levels. Parents and guardians are always welcome
to view the lessons in advance. Parents and guardians also may opt out of the lessons for their
children. Your parish or school will provide further information regarding the VIRTUS Teaching
Safety lessons for children for this school year. If you are a school or parish and you have not yet
offered the lessons, please do so without delay.

Instructions for Reporting Safe Environment Concerns

If you know or suspect a crime has been committed, you must report to civil authorities first and
foremost.

To Report to Civil Authorities:

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: If you know or suspect a crime has been
committed, you must report to civil authorities first and foremost. 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: If you know or suspect a crime has been committed, you
must report to civil authorities first and foremost. The Diocese also encourages you to report 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; Sr.
Martha Gomez, ext. 264; Fr. Don Higgs, (304) 685-2367, or please call the Office of Safe
Environment at 304.230.1504. You may reach Victims Assistance Coordinator Erin McFarland
at (304) 559-6742. You may also visit www.dwc.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.
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