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Members of the Independent Oversight Committee are seen during a press
conference Nov. 13 in Philadelphia. Pictured are former interim District Attorney of
Philadelphia Kelley Hodge, retired federal Judge Lawrence Stengel and former U.S.
Sen. George Mitchell, chair. (CNS/Matthew Gambino, CatholicPhilly.com)
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Only days after the Archdiocese of Philadelphia announced its new compensation
program for victims of sexual abuse by archdiocesan clergy, 342 people have
already received information about the Independent Reconciliation and Reparations
Program.

Program administrators Kenneth Feinberg and Camille Biros, joined by their
oversight board and victims advocate Lynn Shiner, discussed details of the program
Nov. 13 at a center city Philadelphia law firm.

Former U.S. Sen. George Mitchell, chair of the Independent Oversight Committee,
which also includes former Philadelphia interim District Attorney Kelley Hodge and
retired federal Judge Lawrence Stengel, described the protocols of the program
announced Sept. 8 by Philadelphia Archbishop Charles Chaput.

The 342 people have previously been known to the archdiocese, and they were
notified to inform them of the independent program and its procedures for making a
claim.

Victims of sexual abuse at the hands of a priest of the Philadelphia Archdiocese —
not including a member of a religious order — who have previously reported their
abuse to the archdiocese have until Sept. 30, 2019 to file a claim with the IRRP
through the website https://www.PhiladelphiaArchdioceseIRRP.com.

After providing their name, contact information, a summary of the abuse, the dates,
location and name of the perpetrator, program administrators review the
information then mail a packet and claim form to the claimant.

Those who have not previously filed a complaint have until July 31, 2019, to file their
claim. At that time the unreported allegation of abuse will be sent to the Philadelphia
district attorney and the archdiocese for investigation and possible criminal charges.

Any priest or deacon currently in ministry who is named in such an allegation would
be subject to existing archdiocesan policies, including an investigation and
consideration by the Archdiocesan Professional Responsibility Review Board, which
advises the archbishop on suitability for ministry.
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Program administrators said that if an abuse victim is eligible for compensation, the
circumstances are carefully weighed, and a compensation amount is arrived at and
offered to the person within 90 days. If accepted, the claimant then must employ a
personal lawyer or receive pro bono legal services with advice on signing a form to
waive all past and future claims for the abuse.
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Claimants would be free to refuse the compensation award and seek redress
through the civil courts if they wish.

As to how the administrators determine how much money to offer claimants,
Feinberg called the process "solomonic" — they use their best wisdom to assess the
individual's circumstances, past and present.

"We try to determine the dollar value that the claimant will accept," he said.

Biros, his colleague, said the administrators "look at the totality of information,"
including information from the Philadelphia Archdiocese, "into the nature and
frequency of the abuse."

After reviewing all the files for each individual case, "we make a final determination
on a reasonable amount" of compensation for a victim, she said.

Biros explained that the program period runs from Nov. 13 through Sept. 30 of next
year, and in that sense it is a "one-time" program. But it may be subject to
extensions in time.



Camille Biros, co-administrator of the Independent Reconciliation and Reparations
Program of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, speaks during a press conference Nov.
13 in Philadelphia. (CNS/Matthew Gambino, CatholicPhilly.com)

In his remarks, Mitchell repeatedly emphasized the independence of the program to
any influence outside the oversight board or the administrators – especially from the
Philadelphia Archdiocese or politicians.

"This is a good faith attempt to remedy a number of wrongs," he said. "The
archdiocese will have no control over our work."

Mitchell said the incidents of clerical sexual abuse in the Philadelphia Archdiocese —
a 2005 grand jury report documented hundreds of cases of abuse by 63 priests
dating back to the late 1940s — mar the Catholic Church's "considerable
contribution to the fabric of American life."



While he faulted "the failure of the archdiocese to prevent these unspeakable
crimes, the archdiocese has itself recognized there is a need for reconciliation and
reparation after many years of suffering by these victims," Mitchell said.

He added that abuse victims participating in the claims process will have the
assistance of Shiner, an advocate of crime victims in Pennsylvania, plus complete
confidentiality of the information they share with the administrators.

Mitchell said there would be no monetary cap on the amount of compensation
offered to victims, either in the aggregate or for individual claims. The archdiocese
has pledged to make available resources "for whatever it takes" to compensate
victims, and the board's decisions are final and "subject to no appeal" by the
archdiocese or anyone, he said.

Kenneth Feinberg, a co-administrator of the Independent Reconciliation and
Reparations Program of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia, speaks during a press
conference Nov. 13 in Philadelphia. (CNS/Matthew Gambino, CatholicPhilly.com)



Feinberg and Biros have decades of experience in running victims' compensation
programs including the September 11 Victim Compensation Fund and similar funds
concerning the Aurora, Colorado, shooting and the BP oil spill.

Significantly, they also ran the compensation program for the Archdiocese of New
York, which reported in late 2017 that 189 eligible survivors of clergy sexual abuse
from more than 200 initial claims had received some $40 million since the program
was launched in 2016.

While the archdiocese had not said how much it is making available, it is pledging to
make good on all claim awards. The funding will come from unspecified "existing
archdiocesan assets," according to a Nov. 8 statement from the archdiocese. More
money as needed "will need to come from borrowing and the sale of archdiocesan
properties," the statement said.

Other Catholic dioceses in Pennsylvania have recently announced the formation of
independent victim compensation plans similar to the archdiocese's. The dioceses of
Harrisburg, Erie, Scranton and Greensburg also have retained the services of
Feinberg and Biros to administer those programs.
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Gambino is director and general manager of CatholicPhilly.com, the news website of
the Archdiocese of Philadelphia.


