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ISSUE, . e
Ombudsman notification involving Father James Patrick FLETCHER & AR
BACKGROUND, o .
It is alleged by . that over a 6 years period from 198910 1995 Catholic Priest Father

> )
James Patrick FLETCHER sexually abused fim. These assaults were alleged to have occurred in &
ghout thie Maitland Diocese when the vietim was aged 12 to 18 years. Following the offenccs:the
- vietim led & very turbulent & volatile file marked by cxoessive drinking of alcohol, failed relationships
& siicide attempts. In 2000 he first bégan to disclosc aspects of his abiise to memboers of his family,
' % which culminated in his reporiing the-matter to Police in mid 2002, ’ :

COMMENT.

L Vg & 1

LI

On Sunday the 2™ of June 2002 A spoketoa fanﬁl'yf'ﬁ'iér{d (Crown Barrister withi the '

Newoastle DPP Wayne CREASY) to cominence action regarding this abuse. That night he watched
a 760 Minutes' programme on Archbishop George PELL & child abuse within the Catholic Church
in Austrati. He becamé distraught & telephoned his father, J BT | & mother’

(Who werc separated) disclosing 1o them that he had endured similar abuse to thal
depicted on the programme. He then made an abusive tclephonc call to Father FLETCHER at the

Branxton Presbytery. .
The following day (3% June 2002) J was contacted by Waync,. CREASY ia(ho.requcsted I invvestigate
AW /5 matter. AR attended my office on Tuesday the. 4™ of June 2002 to officially

commence the police investigaion, At the time. AR\ briefly outlined his aliegation to mysclif &it
was recorded on COPS critry No. E 14348559 & a Cese created being C 16128387. ‘

N “advised me the following weck that she had been contacted by Bishop MAJI.ONE
on the evening of Wedncsday the 5™ of unc 2002. In that call he advised her that he had spoken to
?‘; & 85 a result approached Father FLETCHER. In his conversation with Father
FLIFTCHER he disclosed the police investigation & the name of the complainant. . 2y
then gocs on to say in her stalement, ' .

“The call ended & 1 was still stunned. 1 was very angry with Bic for having told the Bishop what
was happening. 1 don’t know his reasons for doing this but 1 don’t believe it was malicious, I was.
angrier with Bishop MALONE for having gonc near Father FLETCHER & alerting him to what was
going on. He had no legitimaic reason to tell Father FLETCHER. I didn’t accopt he just approached
Father Jim &s pastoral support, Father Jim didn’t know about the allegations af that time. 5o I didn't
believe he needed any support, 1 fecl that this was the guise to tell Father FLETCHER & the three

other priests what was poing on.”
1 spoke to members of t ™NA'S  family the following week & learned of the Bishop's contact
with Father FI ETCHER. As a consequeace I contacted the Bishop by phone & 8 meeting was
organived in the Maitland-Newcastle Diocese Office at 11.30am on Thursday the 20" of June 2002, 1
aifended that meeting with Detective Senior Constable Ann JOY & met with Bishop MALONE &
1he Vicar General, James SUANDERS, (A statement of my conversations is attached hereto.)
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In summary 1 expresscd my disappointmenit in having,not been coniacicd by 15 Shuish PRt 5=
Fathier FLETCHER being approached. This action seripusly impacted ori the police investigation &
denied investigators a number of options in relation to Father FLET CHER. I also strangly requested
that Father FLETCHER be removed from his parish dutics & contact with childrenpnil
-investigations were conchuded. Despite this request 1 learned that Father FLEFCHER renyained in his
position until just prior 10 his arrest this year. . o

Mr John DAVERON of the Catholic Church Abuse Unit contacted myselfin Farly September 2002.
{1 Jater discovered this call was probably in responsé to him having been contacted by~ %)

_ clays earlier)) Ile inquircd as to the progress of the investigation & we briefly discussed
yather FLETCHER remaining in his pastoral position & liis confinued contact wil:cathalic schools
& children. 1 relayed my discussion o this subject with Bishop MALONE & agein conveyed my

. professional opinion that he ghould be.remaved until the investigation-was complet ¢. Mr DAVERON
appeared to be sympathatic to this proposal & told me he would discuss the matter withh Bishop
MALONL. I did nnt make.any direct record of that conversation. . : _

A ‘(\ undertook extensive counscling prior 10 commencing his stajement in MNowember
. 2002. About the 26th of February 3003, just prior 1o the completion of, A\'S statetaent John
DAVERON again contacted me to inguire s to the progress of the investigation, I advised him that
- Y expected the mattsr to be concluded within 1wo to-threz months & that charges wonld probably be
-~ preferred against Father FLETC} 1ER. Little more was discussed at that time. e .

A further similar call took place between M DAVERON & myself on the 17% of March 2003. 1"
indicated that the case could be completed within six weeks. On this.date J also conlacted the
Ombudsman's Olfice after being advised by. &1 that he believed there was an obligation
by the church to reporl the maiter {0 that office & he believed they had failed todo so. I understand
thal Mr DAVERQN has since retired froni his employment with the church, S

1 was advised the following weck by both the Ombudsman’s Office & Mr Michael McDONALD of
the Catholic Church Employment Relations Unit that Father FLETCHER had-becn ‘stood down’

- from his position in'the parish uniil the investigation was resolved: 1 remained in contact with Mr
McDONALD over following weeks. On the 30" of April 1 told Mr McDONALD that the interview
of Father FLETCHFR would probably occur within the next two weeks. On the 7% of May 1 again
spoke to Mr McDONALD & requested he personally approach Fattier FLETCHER to organise for
his attendance at the Maitland Police Station on the 14™ of May 2003, He Jater-confirmed 1o myself
that this had becn done & Father FLETCHER would be attending at 9.00am with a selicitor Eric '
CRANEY. Oi the 13” of May 2003 Mr McDONALD again confacted myself & inquired if Father .
fim SAUNDER's would be permitted to attend as 2 suppori person for Father ELETCHER. This

was agreed to & those persons all attended at the arranged time & place.

On the 14" of May 2003 Father James FLETCHER was charged with & total of 8 offences of sexual
assault following & 2hr 45minute ERISP interview. A transcript of this interview has not been
received but will be forwarded in due course, Father FLETCHER denied all allegations. He further
stated that he first became aware of a Police Investigation iri June after being told of this by Bishop
MALONE. He also indicated that Bishop M ALONE had also been the person to inform him of the
identity of the person making the allegation. ‘ : ,

In the week following the charging of Father FLETCHER statements were taken from five. members
of the Catholic Church. Both ] detective BROWN & myself were Jeft with a very strong impression
that there had been collusion between these persons & although each could assert they ‘cooperated
with police’ little beyond this was voluntecred. . -
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I spoke to Fathcr Robeat SEARLE by phorie on the 16™ of May 2003, 1 discussed bricily waih s
- incident some years 8g¢ when AH had yelled abuse at him oulside the Nelson ‘Bay
presbytery, He commented te mé; “He secmed tobe angry withthe world that night & in light of
. what has now come out that may be uriderstandable.’ At the time he was sympathetic & seemed
‘more than happ‘z to speak to investigators & assist, When interviewcd by Detective BROWN on
Monday the 19" of May 2003 he backed away from his former statement§ Tecalling only that : AR
had made comments of, “Nobody loves me.” This resulted in himy threatening to call the police &
telephoning: Ar\’sfather &1~ - This might be considercd extreinie for a dranken young

man yclling that he was unloved. ;

On Tuesday the 17" of May 2003 I obtained statements from Fathers HARRIGAN & BURSTON.
Both statements were remarkatile for their poor recollection of important conversations & eyents
surrounding Father F1ETCHER in the weeks following the 2™ of June 2002. Thelitfle conversation
that was eventually recorded was anything but free flowing. Father HARRIGAN recalled tclephoning
the Vicar General (Father SANDERS) soon after : *s abusive call. (Stated but
declined 1o place in statement ‘possibly the Monday afternoon or Tuesday morning) -

Father SUANDERS in his statemerit rememibers the. phone call from Father HARRIGAN but was
again unable o recall the exact conversation other than being told the original call Was abusive &
slleged Father FLETCHER was a child molester. Despite-being the second highest-ranking official in
the diocese & working closely with the Bishop he was unsure if he conveyed this.important ;.
information ahout Father FLETCHERs.call 1o Bishop MALONE. This did not alter even, aher
*Bishop MALONE informed him of . Bx 's conversation conceming FLETCLIFR.

Bishop MALONE stated that at 110 time does he recall Rather SAUNDERS or any other person
telling him of Father HARRIGAN's phone call (regardin FLETCHER s abusive call). In view of

1> B 's conversation with the Bishop on the 3™ of June 2002 this scems incredible to say
the least.

Since that time I have been advised from two sources that the victim's name has become public
knowledge in the regional cetholic community. These persons have expressed concern for the viclim
as they feel that factions Joya! to Father FLETCHER will attempt to slur {he name of the viclim &
his family. It has not been suggested that the church is perpetuating this but nevertheless it may have

Jong-term consequences. 4

&T "has contacied myself & asked if Father BURSTON had meitionéd to myselfa
conversation had between them shortly afier the 5th of June 2002 in which BURSTON told him that
Father FI.ETCHER had denicd the allegation of abusing A%t More importantly Father _
BURSTON ftold him that Father FLETCHER had denied that- Ar had ever staycd at the Branxion
Presbytery (Allegation of the last assaull). . exr told him that was a lic as hc had personally .
driven AX\ to the Presbylery that night & spoke to Father FLETCHER himsclf, He had returncd
the following morning & took. AT\ home, Father BURTON allegedly recalled Father FLETCHER
having mentioned something sbout this somic time ago & agrecd with QT

Father BURSTON made no mention of this to myself in his statement, however Kather FLETCHER
readily recalled in his interview with myselfthat AH did stay at the Presbytery. In vicw of thisit -
would appear that Father FLETCHER thought about the matter & chianged his mind or was possibly
told by BURSTON that. R'1- could substantiate his son’s assertjon, 1 am to obtaina
f;lq‘lher statcment from, €T pext week & will again speak to Father BURSTON regarding
this issue. -
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Ina recent discussion with Bishop MALONE, ~ Si = Waswis, - fhe manier has o ge b Ue
DPP yet.& they may detide not to:proceed with this case.” This may have jisst been sn-understanding
of processes but. was colicerned that there may have been a hidden suggestion in this. <.,

. vomment. T have since spoken to Jillian KELTON.of the Newcastle DPP £ she has been made aware-
of the Ombudsman®s intérest in this matter. ' |

Investigators were also concernéd regarding the comments & actions of a police prosecutor Danie] /
i urt on the 14th of May 2003, These -

MATIER when Father FLIETCHER appeared at the Maitland Co
issucs were relayed to the Tower Hunter Crime Manager who has indicated he will be taking < .

‘managerial action,

Many of the issues raised may not be within the investigation ambit of the Ombudsman's Office but

have been included for reasons of completcness. .

. Signed

peter R Foy
. Dm?ifgm
Lower Hunter

Lagelod
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