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Fran Kelly: For tens of thousands of Australian Catholics, next week is make or break 

time for the Church, when an historic Plenary Council or summit gets 

underway. 

It's the first gathering like this since 1937 and involving not just clerics but 

hundreds of representatives from local parishes. 

Robert Fitzgerald was a member of the Royal Commission into Institutional 

Child Sexual Abuse. He says that the Catholic Church must seize this chance 

to confront the secrecy that enabled decades of abuse. He’s speaking here 

with Andrew West. 

Robert Fitzgerald:  The overwhelming message of the voice of the people has been that 

renewal in the church in Australia is well overdue. The time has come for 

significant reform and renewal of the Church in Australia. That is loud and 

clear. Not by everybody, but overwhelmingly that’s what the consultations 

and the voices of people seem to be saying. 

Andrew West:  I mean you were most notably Robert, one of the Royal Commissioners into 

institutional child sex abuse. Does that remain for the church the single most 

important priority, even with a number of reforms that the church has 

made, does that remain the single biggest priority – facing up to that reality? 

Robert Fitzgerald:  You can’t start discernment, you can’t start having these dialogues unless 

you start with the evidence that has been adduces – and the evidence is 

clear – both though the Royal Commission, through the parliamentary 

inquiry in Victoria under the name ‘Betrayal of Trust’, and most importantly 

by its own institutions that it established as part of the Royal Commission 

processes and beyond.  

The Truth, Justice and Healing Council, a new working group that was 

established called the Implementation Working Group – a group that 

produced a report on governance in the Church called The Light from the 

Southern Cross – all of them are saying the same thing. So in a sense it’s not 

simply about ‘you’re doing this because of the Royal Commission’, you 

should absolutely use the evidence and the conclusions that were drawn 

from the Royal Commission.  

But as the authors of the Light from the Southern Cross said ‘you’re doing 

this because it’s the right thing to do’. 



It’s 80 years since the voice of the people has been heard by the Church in 

Australia. Most of the pastoral councils that were established post Vatican 

no longer exist.  

There’s been an active campaign against parish councils and other forms of 

participation.  

What the evidence of the Royal Commission and all of those other working 

groups have said is the same.  

That, if we are going to have an inclusive, participatory church with good, 

robust governance then these renewals and reforms are necessary, because 

it is the right thing to do.  

Andrew West:  In the past, I know that you have been impressed, as it were, perhaps, by 

some of those reforms that the church has made, especially in the area of 

professional standards, but, you still say that transparency is the greatest 

problem for religious institutions.  

Where does the Catholic Church remain substantially lacking in this 

transparency? 

Robert Fitzgerald:  The Church struggles with transparency. There are many people in church, 

not only bishops and priests but laity that believe somehow the church is a 

private institution and they genuinely struggle with the notion that the 

community, even the community of faithful should be entitled to 

information. 

And so, transparency is not something that comes easily to this church. And 

even after the Royal Commission, we have seen example after example 

where in fact there is very little transparency. 

But transparency is also absolutely related to accountability and 

participation.  

To whom is the Church accountable? And in many sense, it is accountable to 

its own faithful in the first instance, and the second is to society as a whole.  

If the governance of the Church is not significantly improved in the 

participation of women and lay people is not considerably enhanced, then in 

fact the reforms that we’ve talked about previously, in relation to 

professional standards and the way in which we protect vulnerable people, 

they will falter over time, because they won’t be founded on a strong 

foundation stone which is good governance, including transparency and 

accountability.   

Andrew West:   But what sort of transparency in a very concrete way are you talking about? 

Robert Fitzgerald:  Well transparency is firstly having the mechanisms by which you make good 

decisions and so in a sense I’ve been calling very strongly for a change in the 

governance arrangements. And that includes the reintroduction of pastoral 

councils for dioceses, parish councils at the local level, but also significant 

change in the way the bishops operate within a stewardship model. 



Secondly, once you got those in place, its then about telling people why 

you’ve made decisions, or in fact engaging them in the process of making 

those decisions where it’s practical to do so.  

And so, transparency is about the process as much as it is about actually 

what you tell people. 

The third thing is actually about what do you tell people? 

Since the Royal Commission has there been a report on recent cases of 

abuse within the church?  

Has there been any greater disclosure of financial information in the 

Church? 

Have more lay people been invited to actively participate in the governance 

of the diocese, not as managers, but actually on the governance and 

leadership councils?  

Has there been real dialogue about issues of concern more generally in the 

Church and where are those mechanisms if you don’t have things like 

pastoral councils and parish councils? 

So transparency is very practical, it’s very concrete. But the challenge for the 

Church is to actually realise that it is necessary in order to renew the Church 

going forward. 

Fran Kelly:  Former sexual abuse royal commissioner Robert Fitzgerald with some free 

and frank advice for the Catholic Church there. And you can hear more of 

that interview with Andrew West on the Religion and Ethics Report at 5:30 

this afternoon here on RN.  
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Listen to the interview here 
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