
RESPONSE OF THE AUSTRALIAN
 CATHOLIC BISHOPS CONFERENCE 

TO 
The Light from the Southern Cross: 

Co-Responsible Governance in the Catholic Church in Australia

1  https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TXZd4SP-EBk4VtH9JyB9PMSmjY9Mfj7E/view
2  https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yAJyVzBO0CHsncm6DkIdi6Z4DkzxUCmr/view

I. 
OVERALL RESPONSE TO THE REPORT

BACKGROUND

In 2019, the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference 
(ACBC) commissioned a review of governance in 
the Catholic Church in Australia. The review plan 
was endorsed by the Council of Catholic Religious 
Australia (CRA). The review was undertaken by a 
Governance Review Project Team (GRPT), supported 
by the Implementation Advisory Group (IAG). The 
ACBC and CRA received a draft report in May 2020 
and proceeded to consider it and offer feedback to 
the writers. The GRPT then produced a final 208-
page report, which includes 86 recommendations. 
The Light from the Southern Cross: Co-Responsible 
Governance in the Catholic Church in Australia 
(Report) was published on 21 August 2020,1 along 
with an accompanying reading guide.2 

In the weeks that followed the Bishops continued 
to reflect upon this substantial and important 
document, and discussed it at their Plenary Meeting 
from 24-27 November 2020. The present document 
represents their initial response. The Light from the 
Southern Cross will doubtless inform much of the 
Bishops’ individual and corporate reflection and 
action going forward. It will occasion discussion 
and action at a local level in dioceses/eparchies/ 
ordinariates (dioceses), in parishes/ethnic and other 
chaplaincies/ecclesial movements (parishes) and in 
religious institutes. It will be offered to the delegates 
at the forthcoming Fifth Plenary Council of Australia 
(2021-22) (Plenary Council) among the various 
materials informing them. It will form the basis of a 
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response to bodies carrying forward the findings of 
the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse (Royal Commission). And it 
will be shared with the Church beyond our shores.

In offering the present response, the Bishops would 
first like to thank the GRPT, the IAG, their expert 
advisers and all those who collaborated with them in 
the preparation and delivery of this Report. It is the 
fruit of a great deal of research and reflection, and 
reflects the views of many Catholics and others who 
are eager to ensure that the Church learn from the 
best contemporary experience, thought and models 
of institutional governance, so as better to serve the 
mission of Christ in Australia today.

This work was a necessary task for the Church in 
Australia following the five-year inquiry of the Royal 
Commission, the crimes and failures of governance 
that occasioned it, and the recommendations of 
the Royal Commission, especially in its Final Report 
Volume 16 (2017) (Royal Commission Final Report). 
The Commissioners said:

In accordance with contemporary standards 
of good governance, we encourage the 
Catholic Church in Australia to explore 
and develop ways in which its structure 
and practices of governance may be made 
more accountable, more transparent, 
more meaningfully consultative and more 
participatory, including at the diocesan and 
parish level.3 

This led to recommendation 16.7:

The Australian Catholic Bishops Conference 
should conduct a national review of the 
governance and management structures of 
dioceses and parishes, including in relation 
to issues of transparency, accountability, 
consultation and the participation of lay 
men and women. This review should draw 
from the approaches to governance of 

3  Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Final Report, vol. 16 Religious Institutions, Book 2 (Canberra, Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2017) (Royal Commission Final Report), p. 682, accessible at: https://www.childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/religious-institutions.

4  Royal commission Final Report, p. 682.

Catholic health, community services and 
education agencies.4

In our publicly released response to the Royal 
Commission (31 August 2018), we accepted this 
recommendation and thereafter commissioned the 
present review, directing that it attend not only to 
the best of contemporary secular governance theory 
and practice, but also to Catholic ecclesiology (our 
theology of the Church) and canon law (universal 
Church law). The Bishops approved a project plan 
on 13 March 2019 and were pleased to receive the 
fruits of this inquiry a little more than a year later. 

NOT THE FINAL WORD, BUT AN 
IMPORTANT ONE
The Bishops echo the observation made by the 
GRPT Chair, Justice Neville Owen, that this report is 
not the final word about Church governance but a 
significant contribution at this time. It acknowledges 
and builds upon improvements already made 
across the Church in Australia or within all or many 
individual dioceses and parishes. It proposes some 
additional reforms. And it usefully highlights areas 
where further investigation and change may be 
warranted as part of the continuing process of 
renewal in the Church, which is always a work in 
progress. These have been noted in our response to 
individual recommendations made in the Report.

The Bishops repeat their many previous 
acknowledgements of the terrible crimes against 
children perpetrated by some clergy, religious 
and lay Church personnel, the failures in Church 
governance that allowed many of these crimes to 
be repeated and the consequent harm to many 
victims and survivors and their families. We renew 
our commitment to ensuring this does not recur 
and to making the Church a child-safe environment. 
While the Royal Commission recognised that many 
institutions failed in similar ways over the same 
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period, the record of the Catholic Church in this 
area was particularly shameful and we should hold 
ourselves to a higher standard rather than seeking 
camouflage behind the broader societal failure of 
that time.

The Royal Commission observed that while child 
abuse is always a crime perpetrated by an individual 
person or persons upon an individual victim or 
victims, the culture within institutions, the failures 
adequately to choose, form and supervise Church 
personnel, the failures to respond appropriately to 
complaints received and crimes exposed, all in such 
numbers and according to similar patterns, suggest 
systemic failures of governance, among other 
things. The Bishops acknowledge that there have 
sometimes been serious failures of leadership in the 
Church in Australia outside the child protection area 
also.

The Light from the Southern Cross reflects serious 
concerns, provides important insights and makes 
significant recommendations that will underpin 
reforms in Church practice in the years ahead. For 
example, the Report emphasises the need for clear 
and frequent communication between Church 
leaders and faithful on many matters (not just 
those concerning governance), the need regularly 
to take expert advice and the importance of shared 
responsibility for the direction and management of 
the Church going forward. The Bishops have heard 
these concerns and are determined to address them.

CAUSES FOR HOPE
The Report is a reminder of the faith and 
generosity of Catholics in Australia. Despite shame 
at the past behaviour of some fellow clergy and 
religious, the vast majority of priests, nuns and 
brothers have been faithful to their vocations 
and continue to pour themselves out in servant 
leadership today. Despite disillusionment over 
historic child abuse cases and the failure of some 
Church leaders to respond adequately, many lay 
faithful maintain their love for God, Christ and 

the Church, and profess a willingness to be part 
of the solution. Cries for new opportunities for 
lay participation in Church decision-making, for 
enhanced vocational discernment and formation 
for leadership and service, for better supervision, 
policies and protocols, for more professional 
safeguarding training and practices, and for just 
and compassionate treatment of complainants and 
survivors all highlight that people have not given up 
on the Church but believe we can be a better Church 
in the future. This is a great sign of hope for the 
Church today.

Even where recommendations in The Light from 
the Southern Cross have already been widely 
implemented, the Report provides validation of 
such efforts and urges the Church to further and 
more consistent action in these areas. The review 
of reforms undertaken since the 1990s in response 
to the spike in child sexual abuse identified in 
the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s suggests that 
substantial improvements have already occurred 
but that there is always more to learn in this area 
and more to do to make the Church the safest 
of places for children and adults at risk. The 
increasing role of lay people, particularly women, 
in leadership in chanceries, parishes, schools and 
Church agencies over the past three decades is an 
example of such progress but suggests that more is 
still possible and warranted. A right understanding 
of “co-responsibility” in leadership will unlock gifts 
and experience of lay people, relieve bishops and 
clergy of unnecessarily carrying all the burden 
of governance, and through their collaboration 
hopefully improve the way in which our dioceses, 
parishes, schools and agencies operate. This is 
another reason for hope.

The willingness of the wider community to give the 
Church “a second chance” by inviting the present 
review while continuing to scrutinise the Church’s 
performance is another cause for hope. While 
none should underestimate the challenges for the 
Church if it is to deserve and regain the community’s 
trust after recent failures, there is every sign that 
Australians continue to look to the Church to 
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contribute to the spiritual and moral infrastructure 
of ideals and aspirations, the services of education, 
health and aged care, welfare services and pastoral 
care, and models of virtue and generosity for our 
world today.

CALL TO REFORM
The Light from the Southern Cross also serves, as 
all Gospel-inspired documents should do, to call us 
all to repentance or personal reform which must 
precede and accompany any effective institutional 
reform. Good governance in Church or society is 
never merely a matter of structures, policies and 
training, but also an attentive listening to the Holy 
Spirit, an ongoing commitment to conversion and 
renewal, and a cultivation of virtue and generosity 
in service of the common good. As Pope Francis 
has reminded us on numerous occasions, a highly 
bureaucratised Church might be a well-respected 
NGO but could lose its “soul” –  its core identity and 
sense of mission.

Alongside the Royal Commission Final Report and 
The Light from the Southern Cross, we recognise 
that there are other important sources for renewal 
of Church governance in accord with our particular 
nature and character as the Catholic Church: the 
Holy Scriptures and especially the Gospels, the 
Church’s teachings and the monuments of that 
wisdom tradition such as the documents of the 
Second Vatican Council, the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, codes of canon law and best 
commentators on both, as well as those who have 
focused directly upon Catholic Church governance.5 
The present response of the Bishops speaks in 
an important sense for the Catholic Church in 
Australia and especially for the dioceses, but we, 
too, do not presume to pronounce any last word 
on Church governance. Nor do we pretend to speak 
for the Holy See and its representative here in 
Australia, CRA and its member religious institutes, 

5  See, for example, Brian Lucas, Peter Slack and Bill d’Apice, Church Administration Handbook (2nd edn., Sydney; St Paul’s, 2018) and Brian Lucas, 
“Governance in the Roman Catholic Church: Issues and challenges,” Third Sector Review 25(2) (2019), 273-295 and sources therein.

6  See Vatican Council II, Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (1964).

the Association of Ministerial Public Juridic Persons 
(AMPJP) and its member bodies that operate 
various Church ministries, or the many lay ecclesial 
movements and associations.

SOME IMPORTANT THEMES
As an interpretative key (hermeneutic) for reading 
the Report, the Bishops offer the following thematic 
comments, before considering the Report’s 
recommendations in detail.

1. NATURE OF THE CHURCH

In reading the Report, it is important to have a 
rich and clear sense of the nature of the Church as 
expressed in the Church’s long theological tradition 
(ecclesiology). While the Report uses “People of 
God” and “institution” as its preferred descriptors of 
the Church, our tradition also describes the Church 
as mystery, vineyard, sheepfold, body of Christ, 
bride of Christ, “one, holy, Catholic and apostolic”, 
as in the world but set apart from the world, as an 
incarnation of divine and human faith, hope and 
love, and as a communion of saints and those called 
to holiness.6 The Catholic Church is a communion 
of local Churches in union with the Church of Rome 
and each other, which professes and lives the faith 
of Peter and the apostles. Catholics believe that 
there are certain “givens” about the Church – such 
as its hierarchical structure – that are of divine origin 
and not simply the work of the present generation. 
A rich sense of that which has been revealed about 
the Church is a fundamental consideration in 
developing appropriate governance models for the 
Church. 

2. MISSION OF THE CHURCH

In reading the Report it is also necessary to have a 
profound sense of the mission of the Church, and 
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thus of fundamental ecclesial imperatives such as 
discipleship, mission, sanctification and communion. 
The Church exists to bring God’s people to be and 
enact these things, by proclaiming the Gospel, calling 
people to faith in Jesus Christ and so to repentance 
and conversion, enabling them to form the body of 
Christ through faith and worship, but also to be the 
eyes and mouth and hands of Christ acting in the 
world in love and service of neighbour. Governance 
structures must serve this mission rather than vice 
versa. And thus ecclesiological principles are as 
important as secular ones in thinking about how the 
Church could and should be.

Good Church governance is important, tending to 
promote good administration and decision-making. 
Nevertheless, high standards of governance are 
means to an end. The goal of the Church is to live 
and proclaim the Gospel. Measures of governance 
can assist in furthering that, but cannot substitute for 
the goal itself. In considering any proposals regarding 
governance, it is vital to ask how they would promote 
the central work of the Church: spreading the Gospel 
and assuring human dignity.

3. CO-RESPONSIBILITY

In reading the Report it is necessary to have a 
sound understanding of the proper roles of bishops, 
priests and the laity and how they work together 
as ministers of the Gospel.7 Authority in the Church 
is a dimension of office and ministry. Christ’s triple 
munus of teaching, sanctifying and governing is 
shared by all the baptised and by the ordained in a 
particular way. Thus all God’s people form “a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a consecrated nation, a 
people set apart” (1 Peter 2:9), but some are in turn 
set apart by ordination from among that people 
to act as their shepherds, teachers and sanctifiers. 
A Catholic conception of “co-responsibility” must 
appreciate the sacramental economy of leadership, 
as well as the nature and mission of the “institution” 
it serves. 

7  Here one might consult not only Lumen gentium but also the other documents of Vatican II on the church in the World, on the Bishops, on the Clergy and on 
the Laity, and likewise the post-conciliar synods and post-synodal exhortations on each.

The report highlights a number of ecclesial 
governance values, including synodality, subsidiarity, 
diversity and dialogue. There is also some discussion 
of corporate governance principles. It is important 
to remember some other elements of governance, 
such as the principle of “responsibility”. Responsible 
authorities – in public law, for example, ministers 
of the Crown, and in the present context, bishops 
– must retain and discharge their assigned 
responsibilities. Such responsibilities may not be 
abdicated to another person or body. They may not 
be exercised at the dictation of other parties.

Related to this is the principle that good governance 
is effective governance. Genuine consultation is 
necessary, both for good governance and for the 
promotion of communion and co-responsibility 
among members of the Church. However, 
consultation needs to be designed in ways that do 
not inadvertently suffocate good decision-making. 
While the value of consultation is without doubt, it 
is also true that multiple rounds of consultation can 
render diocesan administration slow, cumbersome 
and confusing.

In exercising co-responsibility for teaching, 
sanctifying and governing, it is important to highlight 
that, according to the teachings of the Second 
Vatican Council and beyond, the principal mission of 
the laity is ad extra (to the world) and not ad intra 
(to the Church). As Pope Francis has repeatedly 
emphasised, an inward-looking “sacristy Catholicism” 
is undesirable for both clergy and laity. A spirituality 
of discipleship, evangelisation and communion will 
best temper the human tendency to rivalry for power 
in governance. We are all one body, each member 
serving in its own way for the common good of the 
Church (see 1 Corinthians 12).

4. CONSULTATION, ADVICE, DECISION

Sound decision-making usually requires wide 
consultation, hearing good advice, balancing various 
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opinions and interests, and above all hearing the 
Spirit in prayer and reflection. Over time, various 
bodies have evolved within the Church to decide 
some matters and advise on others alongside the 
Church’s pastors: the papacy and its dicasteries, 
councils and synods of bishops, the diocesan college 
of consultors (senior clergy), the presbyteral council 
(priests’ committee), diocesan and parish pastoral 
councils and finance committees and so on. 

While Catholic theology and law allows and even 
encourages bodies such as standing diocesan and 
parish pastoral councils and regular diocesan synods, 
it does not mandate them and it does not make 
them the final arbiters of Church life. In reading the 
Report, it is important to have a clear sense of the 
sometimes-settled, sometimes-evolving offices and 
bodies within the Church.

5. RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN ENTITIES

In reading the Report it is important to remember 
that the Church has a range of international, 
national, provincial, diocesan and parish structures, 
as well as many religious institutes, agencies and 
ministries, and to understand how these normally 
(and might best) relate to each other. Likewise it is 
necessary to understand the roles of those who lead 
and serve in those bodies.

The national episcopal conference is a gathering of 
the bishops of a country, not the amalgam of all the 
dioceses. Except in very limited ways, the Australian 
Catholic Bishops Conference does not govern the 
Church in Australia; nor does it have oversight over 
individual bishops. Likewise, organisations such as 
CRA or AMPJP do not govern their members. It is 
also important to understand that the Oriental rites 
of the Catholic Church and their bishops, clergy 
and laity are members of the Catholic Church in 
Australia.

6. EVOLUTION IN CHURCH GOVERNANCE

The Church in Australia today is in many ways very 
different to the Church of the 1960s, 1970s and 
1980s. It has, for instance, completely overhauled 
(and very much improved) its approach to 
safeguarding, professional standards and redress, 
as the Royal Commission sometimes acknowledged. 
Since the late 1990s, the Church in Australia has 
instituted local and national safeguarding bodies and 
provides regular training in safeguarding matters 
for bishops and major superiors, priests, religious 
and those involved in lay ministries. There have 
also been significant changes in the discernment of 
vocations and the human, intellectual, pastoral, and 
spiritual formation of future clergy and religious, as 
in the ongoing formation and supervision of existing 
clergy and religious. The “zero tolerance” approach 
to child abuse expected by the wider community is 
now normal thinking in the Church too.

But there have been other significant examples 
of devolution or sharing of episcopal authority 
with priests and laity, and of priestly authority 
with the laity, through the establishment of 
national, provincial, diocesan and local bodies 
with responsibility for various apostolates and 
ministries. Many of the Church’s largest institutions 
and most influential ministries are now led by lay 
people, many by lay women, as are most positions 
in diocesan chanceries and on most governing or 
advisory bodies in the Church. 

Reforms of Church governance in Australia may have 
been too slow for some and too radical for others. 
In all cases, it must be organic evolution rather than 
political revolution, in continuity with all that is best 
in our Catholic faith and history rather than adopting 
a hermeneutic of radical discontinuity, and inspired 
by Catholic spirituality rather than the ideologies of 
the age.

With such principles in mind, The Light from the 
Southern Cross will make an important contribution 
to the future governance of the Catholic Church in 
Australia. For this the Bishops are very grateful.
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II. 
RESPONSES TO RECOMMENDATIONS

In this section the recommendations from The 
Light from the Southern Cross have been grouped 
thematically to allow for ease of reading and 
understanding, and then further ordered for action 
moving forward. The following responses are offered 
by the Bishops on the basis of the considerations 
outlined in the previous section of the Response. 

DISTRIBUTION AND 
PUBLICATION OF THE REPORT

Recommendation 1 

That this report be made available following 
the ACBC and CRA consideration of the 
discussion and recommendations to:

1.1. the members of the Executive 
Committee, the members of Discernment 
and Writing Groups, delegates and others 
involved in the Plenary Council 2020 as 
soon as practicable and then be formally 
tabled as part of the deliberations of the 
Council.

1.2. Catholic Professional Standards 
Limited and the Safeguarding Steering 
Committee.

1.3. relevant dicasteries in the Roman 
Curia that will have to consider the 
recommendations for changes to 
universal laws, norms or practices of the 
Church.

1.4. other international bodies including but 
not limited to:

a. the Pontifical Commission for the 
Protection of Minors; 

b. the Vatican Taskforce announced 
in March 2020 to assist local 
episcopates in their development 
and implementation of processes in 
response to concerns and allegations 
of abuse; and

c. Leadership Roundtable.

Agreed. The report has already been made available 
to the ACBC and CRA, the Executive Committee for 
the Plenary Council, Catholic Professional Standards 
Limited and other safeguarding bodies, and the 
Leadership Roundtable . 

The report will be made available, with this 
Response, to the delegates to the Plenary Council 
and to the successor body to Catholic Professional 
Standards Limited (CPSL), Australian Catholic 
Safeguarding Ltd (ACSL). It will be sent, with this 
Response, to the Secretariat of State with the 
request that it be transmitted to any relevant 
dicasteries, including the Pontifical Commission for 
the Protection of Minors and the Vatican Taskforce 
to Assist Local Episcopates with Responding to 
Abuse.

It is noted that the Safeguarding Steering Committee 
provided its report on 20 April 2020 and ceased to 
exist thereafter, and the Discernment and Writing 
Groups ceased on 21 April 2020, both prior to the 
date when the draft report became available. 
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Recommendation 2

That the report be released to the public 
as soon as practicable after its initial 
consideration by ACBC and CRA in the spirit of 
good governance.

Agreed. A draft of the Report was “leaked” on 
the internet even before the Bishops had had an 
opportunity to propose corrections. The final Report 
was released via publication on the ACBC website 
within a week of it being received.

REAFFIRM EXISTING 
COMMITMENT/PRACTICE 

CO-RESPONSIBILITY

Recommendation 14

That for ecclesiastical offices for which 
ordination is not required (and without 
limiting the right of clerics to take up those 
positions), the bishops of Australia commit 
to appointing suitability qualified lay persons 
where practicable.

Agreed. This exercise in ecclesial co-responsibility is 
already normative in the Church, which recognises 
that the appointment of suitably qualified laity, 
religious and clergy is both desirable and beneficial. 
The Bishops take this opportunity to affirm this well-
established practice.

It is observed that appointments to some 
ecclesiastical offices must take account of position 
expectations, requirements and availability outside 
normal working hours, and the available stipend or 
salary.

SAFEGUARDING

Recommendation 22

That the safety of children and other 
vulnerable persons assumes primacy in 
the responses to allegations of abuse or 
malpractice in diocese and parishes.

Agreed. This has been expressed in the commitment 
of the bishops, initially in November 2018 and 
again in November 2020, to the National Catholic 
Safeguarding Standards (NCSS), and in November 
2020 to the new National Response Protocol (NRP). 

The establishment in the past decade of 
safeguarding offices or equivalent in the dioceses, 
the appointment of parish and diocesan agency 
safeguarding committees and co-ordinators, and 
the implementation of programs to promote and 
foster a culture of safety for children and adults at 
risk in dioceses and parishes all serve to ensure the 
primacy of their safety. 

The Bishops renew their commitment to the 
primacy of the safety of children and adults at risk in 
responding to allegations of abuse or malpractice in 
diocese and parishes.

Recommendation 23

That dioceses, religious institutes and 
ministerial PJPs in Australia commit to 
implement the National Catholic Safeguarding 
Standards.

Agreed. The Bishops committed to the NCSS in 
November 2018 and to the NRP in November 2020. 
Since the initial commitment of the Bishops in 2018, 
the dioceses have been systematically implementing 
the NCSS. The bishops take this opportunity 
to reaffirm their commitment to continue 
implementing the NCSS in the dioceses.
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Recommendation 27

That the ACBC:

27.1. commit to the full implementation of 
the ACMR Card project; and

27.2. investigate the canonical and civil law 
requirements for a national register of the 
type contemplated in Royal Commission 
Recommendation 16.58.

Agreed. The Bishops committed to full 
implementation of the Australian Catholic Ministry 
Register (ACMR) in May 2016. (It is noted that 
the ACMR is a digital platform and not a card as 
indicated in the recommendation.)

The ACMR can fulfil Royal Commission 
Recommendation 16.58. However, ACSL will need to 
address current limitations of the ACMR with regard 
to both the responsibility of Church Authorities 
concerning approval and non-approval for ministry 
and civil laws or regulations affecting the exercise of 
ministry and mandatory reporting obligations in the 
different civil jurisdictions.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR FORMATION

Recommendation 38

That programmes and opportunities be 
provided in spirituality and theological 
formation for clergy and all those in 
leadership, management and governance 
roles in the Church.

Agreed. Opportunities for undertaking spirituality 
courses, theological formation, sabbaticals and 
renewal leave, for receiving spiritual direction, for 
joining movements and spiritual fraternities, and 
for undertaking retreats are given to seminarians, 
clergy and lay leaders, as to all of the baptised. An 
extensive list of programs is provided on the website 

of the Bishops Commission for Evangelisation, Laity 
and Ministry, and often by the local Vicars for Clergy. 
More might be done to make these available by 
online/distance modes for those outside capital 
cities. The Bishops encourage and support clergy 
and lay leaders in accessing these opportunities. 
It is, however, the responsibility of each Church 
organisation to encourage the participation of 
clergy and lay leaders in spirituality and theological 
formation opportunities, according to local need.

A new Ratio Nationalis Institutionis Sacerdotalis 
(Ratio) – the national protocol for initial and 
ongoing formation of the clergy – has recently been 
approved by the ACBC (November 2020) and will 
be sent to the Congregation for Clergy in Rome for 
confirmation. The Ratio recognises that the primary 
responsibility for initial formation belongs to each 
seminarian and for ongoing formation belongs 
to each priest himself, and that “Bishops have an 
obligation to support the ongoing formation of 
priests by providing encouragement, resources 
and opportunities for this to take place. A priest 
or a group of priests is normally appointed to 
coordinate this in each diocese, and is responsible 
for developing a systematic and well-structured 
program for ongoing formation” (n. 135).

Recommendation 40

That the ACBC explore opportunities for 
Australian initiatives to improve the induction 
and formation of bishops.

Agreed. Newly-appointed bishops are offered 
a Seminar for New Bishops conducted by the 
Congregation for Bishops in Rome each year. In 
response to recommendations arising from the 
2016 statutory decennial external review of the 
ACBC, the Bishops agreed to develop a program 
for bishops in their first years of episcopal 
ministry. The content of the program includes 
liturgy, leadership, governance, safeguarding and 
professional standards, canon law and the ACBC. 
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In light of this recommendation, the Bishops have 
considered afresh both the particular needs of new 
bishops and the continuing formation of all bishops 
and have discussed these matters as recently as 
November 2020. It is uncertain whether the 2021 
program for bishops in their first years of episcopal 
ministry will be offered in residential mode or via 
videoconference.

Recommendation 41

That opportunities be provided for the 
ongoing leadership development of every 
Catholic leader – cleric, religious and lay.

Agreed. An extensive list of leadership development 
programs is provided on the webpage of the Bishops 
Commission for Evangelisation, Laity and Ministry. 
Dioceses also conduct leadership programs for those 
exercising leadership roles in parishes and other 
Church ministries. The two Catholic universities 
and some theologates also offer relevant courses. 
Catholic education, health care, social service and 
mission organisations all conduct programs of 
formation for leadership. 

The Bishops continue to support such opportunities 
for all those in leadership, management 
and governance roles in the Church. It is the 
responsibility of each Church organisation to 
encourage clergy and lay leaders to avail themselves 
of opportunities for leadership development, 
according to local need.

ADVICE

Recommendation 44

That the ACBC regularly convene with a 
broad range of subject matter experts before 
considering and voting on a particular subject.

The ACBC is regularly advised by 231 experts who 
serve on its councils, reference groups and other 
advisory or project groups; other experts are 
consulted from time to time as required. The ACBC 
also receives advice from major national Catholic 
entities such as the National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Catholic Council, National Catholic 
Education Commission, Caritas Australia, Catholic 
Mission, Catholic Social Services Australia, Catholic 
Health Australia, the Australian Catholic University 
and the University of Notre Dame Australia, as well 
as, beyond Australia’s shores, from the dicasteries 
of the Roman Curia and the Federation of Catholic 
Bishops Conferences of Oceania.

JOINT ACBC + CRA + AMPJP INITIATIVES

Recommendation 66

That the ACBC, CRA and AMPJP jointly 
commission a study to investigate means by 
which:

66.1. their activities and responsibilities 
can be coordinated in the interests of 
efficiency, economy and the pursuit of 
principles of good governance, especially 
in the area of risk management; and

66.2. while recognising the separate identities 
and independence of each, seeks to 
build on the ‘one voice’ approach utilised 
during the Royal Commission through the 
coordinating role of the TJHC.

Agreed. The ACBC, CRA and most recently AMPJP 
enjoy an open working relationship and already 
co-sponsor various projects (such as ACSL). The 
commitment of the Bishops to such a coordinated 
approach to safeguarding and professional standards 
has already been demonstrated. The Bishops meet 
every year with the major superiors, have observers 
from CRA at all their plenary meetings, and are 
considering ways of linking to AMPJP. 
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The Bishops reiterate their longstanding 
commitment to a “one voice” approach where 
this is appropriate, while observing that the three 
organisations are not equivalent in type, purpose, 
responsibility or function and that the integrity of 
each organisation needs always to be respected. At 
this time, it is unclear what might be gained from a 
commissioned study. 

HOLY SEE
EPISCOPAL APPOINTMENT

Recommendation 8

That to increase trust in church governance 
and support for episcopal leadership among 
the People of God, the processes and 
procedures leading to the appointment of 
bishops by the Pope be explained to the 
public, for example by an entry on the ACBC 
website.

As a matter of courtesy, the ACBC will seek to discuss 
with the Apostolic Nuncio and the Congregation for 
Bishops what parts of the processes and procedures 
leading to the appointment of bishops might be 
made public. This explanation might be developed 
as a resource that could be available on the Bishops 
Conference website and could be provided to 
dioceses when a bishop’s resignation is accepted, 
upon his receiving another appointment or if he dies 
while in office. It could then be tailored to the needs 
of the local Church in each instance, supplemented 
by advice from the Ceremonial of Bishops and 
prayers from the Roman Missal pertaining to the 
appointment of a new bishop.

Recommendation 9

That the consultative processes within a 
local Church leading to a recommendation 
by the apostolic nuncio to the Apostolic 

See concerning the appointment of bishops 
be structured so as to accommodate the 
following principles:

9.1. analysis of the needs of the diocese, 
and consequently a suitable episcopal 
appointment, must form part of the 
consultative process for episcopal 
appointments;

9.2. in the interests of transparency, efficiency 
and effectiveness, the consultation 
process leading to the creation of a terna 
should embrace genuine discernment that 
includes clergy and a larger number of 
lay people than is currently the case and 
that takes into consideration the potential 
bishop’s experience in dealing with abuse; 
and

9.3. genuine discernment leading to the 
creation of a terna that includes clergy 
and a larger number of lay people than 
is currently the case and which takes 
into consideration the potential bishop’s 
experience in dealing with abuse, be 
embraced in the interests of transparency, 
efficiency and effectiveness.

This recommendation will be referred to the 
Apostolic Nuncio and the Congregation for Bishops. 
It is not within the competence of the ACBC.

DIRECTORY ON PASTORAL MINISTRY OF BISHOPS

Recommendation 12

That the Australian Catholic Bishops 
Conference request the Congregation for 
Bishops to provide an updated and revised 
Directory on the Pastoral Ministry of Bishops 
as soon as possible for improved governance 
in the Church.
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Agreed. ACBC already enquired in 2018 whether 
a new edition of the Directory for the Pastoral 
Ministry of Bishops was in preparation. In light of 
the recommendation, the ACBC will raise the matter 
again. It is observed that an updating and revision 
of the Directory for the Pastoral Ministry of Bishops 
might benefit from incorporation of the fruits of 
the forthcoming XVI Ordinary General Assembly of 
the Synod of Bishops (2022) which has as its theme 
“For a Synodal Church: communion, participation 
and mission”, and from recent experience (and 
changes in Church law and practice) in the area of 
safeguarding and professional standards.

PROPOSED AMENDMENTS TO THE CODE OF 
CANON LAW

Recommendation 45

That the ACBC ask the Apostolic See to 
consider amending Canon 391 to include ‘the 
diocesan bishop will consult with the diocesan 
pastoral council and the council of priests 
before he makes particular law’. Accordingly, 
Canon 391 would then provide as follows:

Canon 391 §1. The diocesan Bishop governs 
the particular Church entrusted to him with 
legislative, executive and judicial power, in 
accordance with the law. The diocesan bishop 
will consult with the diocesan pastoral council 
and the council of priests before he makes 
particular law.

§2. The Bishop exercises legislative power 
himself. He exercises executive power either 
personally or through vicars general or 
episcopal vicars, in accordance with the law. 
He exercises judicial power either personally 
or through a judicial vicar and judges, in 
accordance with the law.

Changes to the Code of Canon Law affect the 
Church throughout the world and are not within 

the competence of the ACBC. This recommendation 
would only make sense if the diocesan pastoral 
council were obligatory – at present it is 
recommended but not obligatory (Canon 511). 
Before referring the recommendation to the Holy 
See, the ACBC will seek expert advice in ecclesiology 
and canon law.

Recommendation 53

That the ACBC ask the Apostolic See to 
consider amending Canon 513 for the territory 
of Australia as follows:

Canon 513 §1 The pastoral council is 
appointed for a determinate period, in 
accordance with the provisions of the statutes 
drawn up by the bishop.

§2 When the see is vacant, the existing 
pastoral council continues to function.

Changes to the Code of Canon Law affect the 
Church throughout the world and are not within the 
competence of the ACBC; a canon is unlikely to be 
changed “for the territory of Australia”. It is noted 
that the recommended change pertains only to Can. 
513 §2, with §1 remaining as already legislated in 
the Code of Canon Law.

The proposed amendment of Can. 513 §2 does 
not address the relationship between a continuing 
diocesan pastoral council, the college of consultors 
and an apostolic administrator or diocesan 
administrator when a diocese is vacant. It is unclear 
what function a diocesan pastoral council might fulfil 
during this period given that innovation is largely 
blocked. It is also unclear why a diocesan pastoral 
council should continue during an episcopal vacancy, 
but not other bodies such as the presbyteral 
council. A change to Can. 513 §2 would need to 
be considered in light of the broader context of 
governance of a vacant see and the experience of 
those who have served as an apostolic administrator 
or diocesan administrator.
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This recommendation will need to await decisions 
about establishing and/or reviewing and 
restructuring diocesan pastoral councils in Australia.

FIFTH PLENARY COUNCIL FOR 
AUSTRALIA

BEST PRACTICE FOR CHURCH GOVERNANCE

Recommendation 3

That the ecclesial governance principles 
of collegiality, synodality, subsidiarity, 
stewardship, dialogue, discernment, 
participation and good leadership be reflected 
in the governance structures and decision-
making processes of dioceses, parishes and 
church agencies.

Recommendation 4

That integrity, accountability and transparency 
be reflected in the administrative and 
governance practices of all church bodies.

Recommendation 5

That those in leadership roles in the Church be 
expected to adopt an inclusive ethical culture, 
strong risk management practices, and 
effective engagement and communication.

Recommendation 6

That church agencies be models of fiduciary 
oversight and effective administrative practice.

Recommendation 36 

That in developing and implementing 
governance and management systems, 
guidelines and processes, diocese and 
parishes have regard to relevant civil and 
ecclesial governance principles.

A response to these Recommendations follows upon 
Recommendation 63.

CATHOLIC MEDIA

Recommendation 63

That Catholic media be maintained to enable 
clear communication in multi-media modes 
which encourage the exchange of diverse 
views conducive to dialogue and discernment 
amongst all the People of God.

Agreed. Recommendations 3, 4, 5, 6, 36 and 63 
will be referred to the Bishops Commission for the 
Plenary Council for possible inclusion on the agenda 
of the Fifth Plenary Council of Australia.

AUSTRALIAN CATHOLIC 
BISHOPS CONFERENCE

SYNODALITY

Recommendation 13

That the bishops of Australia commit to 
understanding the interpretation of c. 129 in 
line with other canonical provisions that have 
been made after the promulgation of the 
1983 Code of Canon Law.

The recommendation refers to an understanding of 
Canon 129 which is not specifically elaborated on 
within the related section of the Report. With a view 
to a pastoral discussion at a plenary meeting, the 
Episcopal Panel for Canon Law will be commissioned 
to provide a briefing paper on the interpretation of 
Canon 129 in line with other canonical provisions 
made since the promulgation of the 1983 Code of 
Canon Law, which would explain its implications 
for a more synodal Church and for best practice in 
diocesan and parish governance. 
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RATIO NATIONALIS INSTITUTIONIS 
SACERDOTALIS

Recommendation 18

That women take a critical role in relation to 
the selection and formation of seminarians 
and participate in the evaluation team 
deciding suitability for ordination.

Recommendation 28

That a National Protocol on seminary 
selection, training and ongoing formation as 
envisaged by the Truth Justice and Healing 
Council be developed.

Recommendation 29

That the National Protocol include a provision 
that each bishop (or dioceses in combination 
if appropriate) establish a panel for the 
selection process for entry of candidates 
into the seminary and review of ongoing 
formation, including prior to ordination and 
that these panels:

29.1. involve men and particularly women 
in the accompanying discernment that 
is required before a candidate is put 
forward for ordination;

29.2. facilitate lay people taking a critical role 
in relation to the selection and formation 
of seminarians and evaluations of 
suitability for ordination; and

29.3. include at least one nominee from each 
of the council of priests and the diocesan 
pastoral council.

Agreed. The new Ratio includes provisions regarding 
vocational discernment, selection for seminary 
and initial and ongoing formation that would be 
regarded as contemporary best practice.

The new Ratio requires formal assessment prior to 
admission to the seminary, prior to admission to 
candidacy and prior to ordination.  For admission to 
the seminary, the Bishop should consult members 
of the local community in which the applicant has 
been living, including the parish priest, as well as 
the vocations director, other priests who know the 
applicant and appropriate members of the seminary 
staff and the public. He should also consider formal 
reports from suitable medical and psychological 
experts and ensure that relevant safeguarding 
checks are completed (§96). For the other 
assessments, he considers a detailed report from 
the seminary rector, a report by the seminarian’s 
parish priest (or equivalent), and a report from 
those, especially women, who have supervised 
and collaborated with his pastoral experiences 
(§§123, 129, 133). The assessments are made with 
the assistance of a Commission for Orders and 
Ministries, as specified by the Congregation for 
Divine Worship and Discipline of the Sacraments 
(§§130–131). The formation team in each seminary 
now routinely includes lay women as well as men 
who are drawn from a diverse range of backgrounds 
that reflects all the baptised in the local Church 
(§115).

“Initial formation” refers to the period of seminary 
formation that includes formation in discipleship 
and configuration to Christ, academic studies in 
a university or tertiary college, pastoral training, 
parish and other pastoral placements, behavioural 
and psychological assessments, therapeutic 
interventions, observations by those who experience 
and observe the candidate when on pastoral 
placement, and all other aspects of preparation 
for ordination. (“Ongoing formation” refers to the 
period after ordination, not before, as suggested 
in the recommendation.) Lay people, including lay 
women, often play a part in all these processes.

With seminary selection and approval for ordination, 
it is vital to recognise that vocation is first and 
always a calling and gift from God, to which a person 
responds, not a job for which a panel chooses him. 
Both the man who feels called and those entrusted 
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with admitting or forming him until ordination 
must help in the discernment of his suitability for 
ministerial priesthood. The Holy See has established 
norms for seminaries. A new Ratio has recently 
been approved by the ACBC (November 2020) and 
will be sent to Rome for confirmation; it allows for 
considerable input from lay people throughout 
initial formation, in theology schools and in pastoral 
placements.

As a natural continuation of this initial formation, 
“ongoing formation” refers to the various processes 
of formation that continue throughout a priest’s 
ministry, which include but are not limited to regular 
spiritual direction and pastoral supervision, annual 
retreat, sabbatical and renewal programs, further 
academic studies, further ministerial training and, in 
some instances, therapeutic processes. Lay people, 
including lay women, often play a part in all these 
processes.

NATIONAL CENTRE FOR CATHOLIC 
LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE

Recommendation 39

That a national centre for Catholic leadership 
and governance be established that will:

39.1. identify the range of formation 
programmes that have already been 
developed and are fit for purpose in 
relation to ecclesial leadership;

39.2. identify particular needs that are not 
currently being serviced and investigate 
possibilities for coordination; and

39.3. examine how best to establish and 
resource the research and professional 
development opportunities necessary to 
achieve optimal training, development 
and formation for leadership.

Recommendation 71

That the proposed National Centre for Catholic 
Leadership and Governance promote shared 
best practice and resources.

Recommendation 73

That the proposed National Centre for Catholic 
Leadership and governance coordinate and 
contribute to the above programmes and 
pathways.

Not agreed. National centres established by Church 
Authorities have proven to be unsustainable. The 
Assumption Institute in Melbourne, Institute for 
Pastoral Liturgy in Brisbane, National Pastoral 
Institute in Melbourne and St Peter Centre in 
Canberra all had limited lifespans due to Australia’s 
vast distances, costs, educational regulation, small 
or diminishing cohorts of participants and changing 
needs. At this time, the Australian dioceses would 
not be able to fund a new institution to offer 
formation, education and training in Catholic 
leadership and governance, whether located in one 
or multiple places, or virtual.

However, it is encouraging to note that a number 
of Catholic tertiary institutions – Australian Catholic 
University, the University of Notre Dame Australia, 
Catholic Theological College Melbourne, the Catholic 
Institute of Sydney, Yarra Theological Union, BBI 
(Australian Institute of Theological Education) – 
are already providing programs for leadership and 
governance. Some of these tertiary institutions have 
formation and training agreements with Catholic 
dioceses and education systems and with health care 
organisations. These institutions will be encouraged 
to consider whether some of them might together 
form a collaborative network to deliver programs 
of Catholic leadership and governance, or if one of 
them might be in a position to establish a national 
centre for Catholic leadership and governance. 
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ACCOUNTABILITY, INCLUSIVITY, 
TRANSPARENCY

Recommendation 42

That the operations of the ACBC be 
made more accountable, inclusive and 
transparent through an expansion of its 
advisory membership, staffing and public 
communication of non-confidential agendas, 
internal reports and major decisions.

The ACBC is constituted by: 

• the plenary meeting of the bishops

• the Permanent Committee (with its advisory 
bodies and agencies)

• the several Bishops Commissions and 
Episcopal Panels (with their councils, 
advisory bodies and agencies)

• the general secretariat. 

Most ACBC operations are undertaken by ACBC staff, 
Commission members, councils and/or advisory 
bodies. All report to the plenary meeting of the 
Bishops and/or the Permanent Committee and/or a 
bishops commission or episcopal panel.

At present, the membership of advisory bodies to 
the ACBC is as follows:

• 231 people serve on advisory bodies – 129 
people on councils and 102 people on 
consultative bodies such as reference groups

• 178 of these are laity, 38 clergy and 15 
members of religious institutes

• 108 are women and 123 are men.

The ACBC also relates with networks of those 
serving in key areas of diocesan life: clergy life 
and ministry directors, financial administrators, 
chancellors, archivists, youth ministers, vocations 
directors etc. The number of these collaborative 
networks is increasing. Ad hoc advice is sought 
from experts and advisors from diocesan-based 
organisations according to need.

The current staffing of the ACBC is constituted 
by 54 staff serving at the general secretariat and 
in the secretariats and agencies of the Bishops 
Commissions (excluding Caritas Australia), of which:

• 52 are lay and 2 are religious priests

• 8 women and 9 men serve in senior roles

• 23 women and 14 men serve in 
management and administrative roles.

While accountability, inclusiveness and transparency 
have been normal practices for some years, Bishops 
Commission members and the chairs of councils 
and other advisory bodies are asked to review their 
operations to ensure these practices are sustained 
and strengthened.

The ACBC has publicly reported on each plenary 
meeting since 1975. Initially this reporting was via a 
print publication. In more recent decades, the report 
has been published on the Conference website. 
It appears that the Report has only selectively 
accessed the information available in the published 
plenary meeting reports.

The agenda of each plenary meeting is in effect pro 
forma: reports from the Permanent Committee and 
each bishops commission, pastoral discussions and 
special sessions. The General Secretary is asked 
to publish the agenda of plenary meetings on the 
Conference website prior to meetings. The executive 
secretaries of Bishops Commissions are asked to 
prepare a summary report on meetings, also for 
publication on the Conference website.

ANNUAL DIOCESAN REPORTS

Recommendation 43

That the ACBC prepare a template for reports 
for dioceses so that there is comparable and 
consistent reporting both for ACBC purposes 
but also for members of the public.
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The Bishops Conference does not have the 
competence to require or receive annual reports 
from dioceses. This is a misunderstanding of the 
role of a national Bishops Conference, as if it were 
a supervisory layer above the individual Bishops 
and their dioceses. Metropolitan Archbishops have 
a very limited oversight in their provinces, but it is 
the prerogative of the Holy See to require reports 
of Bishops. Such reports are, in fact, required in 
advance of the quinquennial Ad Limina Apostolorum 
visit, and occasionally when apostolic visitations 
occur.

The ACBC general secretariat will be asked to 
construct a template for diocesan reporting. 

ADMINISTRATIVE TRIBUNAL

Recommendation 48

That the ACBC investigate the canonical 
and civil requirements for an administrative 
tribunal to provide an effective means by 
which administrative decisions by priests, 
church agencies and bishops can be decided 
in Australia.

Agreed. This recommendation will be referred to the 
Episcopal Panel for Canon Law with the request that 
the Canon Law Reference Group and/or others with 
expertise in canon and civil law be commissioned to 
undertake an investigation.

DIOCESAN PASTORAL COUNCIL

Recommendation 50

That either the Plenary Council 2020-21 or 
the ACBC legislate to make particular law 
requiring each diocese have a diocesan 
pastoral council or close equivalent, 
established and facilitated with reference to 
their local context and circumstances. 

Recommendation 51

That either the Plenary Council 2020-21 or the 
ACBC legislate to make particular law that:

Recommendation 52

That the composition of a diocesan pastoral 
council be representative of the diversity of 
lay faithful within the diocese and include a 
broad range of skill sets and experiences to 
enable it to fulfil its mandated role.

Several observations are offered concerning 
diocesan pastoral councils.

First, the pronouncements of the Second 
Vatican Council (Christus Dominus, Ad gentes, 
Presbyterorum ordinis), the teachings of Pope Saint 
Paul VI (Ecclesiae sanctae) and Pope Saint John 
Paul II (Christifideles laici, Novo Millennio ineunte), 
the Second Synod of Bishops (Ultimus temporibus), 
the Congregation for Clergy (Omnes Christifideles) 
and the Congregation for Bishops (Ecclesiae 
imago, Apostolurum successores) all encourage 
the establishment of a diocesan pastoral council in 
each diocese, but leave it voluntary. The Code of 
Canon Law makes provision for and encourages, but 
does not make mandatory, the establishment of a 
diocesan pastoral council.

Secondly, in view of all these documents, it must 
be concluded that the Apostolic See did not/does 
not want to bind Bishops to a particular structure 
for receiving guidance about the current and future 
pastoral life of the diocese, but to leave the Bishop 
some freedom to develop structures suited to the 
circumstances and needs of the diocese in each place.

Thirdly, all of the indicated pronouncements and 
law present the diocesan pastoral council as an 
advisory body for dealing with pastoral planning, 
evangelisation, the sacramental life and doctrinal 
formation of the faithful, mission and apostolic 
initiatives, and ministry. The diocesan pastoral 
council may assist with decision-making. The 
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guidance and advice offered by the diocesan 
pastoral council informs those entrusted with 
exercising a responsibility in the governance of the 
diocese.

Fourthly, it is noted that in several Australian 
dioceses that had diocesan pastoral councils for a 
time, these bodies withered in energy, membership 
and function after some years. 

Nonetheless, the Report’s recommendations that 
a pastoral council be established in each diocese, 
with significant membership drawn from lay women 
and men, as well as from consecrated religious 
and the clergy, is acknowledged. The ACBC will 
establish a reference group to study the theological 
foundations and role of diocesan pastoral councils, 
as first envisaged by the Second Vatican Council 
and subsequent Roman pronouncements and law, 
identifying what may be learned from existing or 
past diocesan pastoral councils, and setting forth a 
vision for the contribution of the pastoral council to 
planning the life and mission of the diocese.

The Fifth Plenary Council for Australia and the 
diocesan synods that will follow thereafter may 
assist bishops in determining the value of or need 
for a diocesan pastoral council or other advisory 
body, its proper purpose and structure, and its 
relationship with other advisory and governance 
bodies within the diocese. The Plenary Council and 
synods may also assist bishops who have existing 
diocesan pastoral councils to review them.

DIOCESAN LEGAL STRUCTURES

Recommendation 64

That the ACBC produce a consolidated list of 
dioceses and their legal structure in Australia 
as a foundation for consistent approaches to 
professional standards and as an accurate 

8  Lucas, Slack & d”apice, Church Administration Handbook.

reference for those liaising with agencies such 
as the National Redress Scheme.

The ACBC already has a consolidated list of dioceses 
on its website, published in The Official Directory 
of the Catholic Church in Australia and published 
in the Church Administration Handbook.8 The last 
of these sets forth the legal structure of dioceses 
in accordance with the law of the relevant state or 
territory.

It is noted that this information has not been 
requested of the ACBC General Secretariat by any 
national safeguarding, professional standards or 
redress organisation.

PARISH PASTORAL COUNCILS

Recommendation 77

That the ACBC commission a study to collate 
information about experiences of parish 
councils in Australia with a view to developing 
models that can be adapted to local 
circumstances for matters normally found in 
constitutions or rules for like bodies, including 
(but not limited to), objects, purposes, 
powers, procedures, skills matrices and 
accountability systems.

Agreed. This recommendation will be referred to 
the Bishops Commission for Evangelisation, Laity 
and Ministry with the suggestion that the National 
Centre for Pastoral Research be consulted about 
already existing data and asked to consider the 
terms of the recommendation in light of the Building 
Stronger Parishes project.
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DIOCESE, EPARCHY, 
ORDINARIATE, BISHOP, EPARCH, 

ORDINARY
QUINQUENNIAL REPORT AND VISIT AD 

LIMINA APOSTOLORUM

Recommendation 7

That the ecclesial governance principles 
of collegiality, synodality, subsidiarity, 
stewardship, dialogue, discernment, 
participation and good leadership be reflected 
in the governance structures and decision-
making processes of dioceses, parishes and 
church agencies.

7.1. publication of the questions to which the 
ad limina [quinquennial] reports respond;

7.2. prior consultation within the diocese, 
including with the diocesan pastoral 
council, about the content of the ad 
limina report;

7.3. publication of non-confidential elements 
of the quinquennial reports to the local 
community;

7.4. bishops routinely maintain 
communication with their respective 
dioceses in Australia while on ad limina 
visits to share appropriate insights into 
their meetings and to enable members 
of the local church to better understand 
their significance; and

7.5. communication of non-confidential 
accounts of the conduct and outcomes of 
the ad limina visit by bishops upon their 
return.

The quinquennial report is an instrument of private 
communication between each Bishop and the Holy 
See. These reports have never been published. 
Much of the information in these reports could, 

however, be included in a diocesan report (see 
Recommendation 43).

Consultation is absolutely necessary for a diocesan 
bishop to be able to complete the quinquennial 
report on the diocese, so engaging with senior 
diocesan personnel and advisors to gather the 
required data has for decades been the normal 
practice.

Maintaining communication with the home diocese 
during an Ad Limina visit is a worthy idea and most 
Bishops endeavoured to do this during their Ad 
Limina visit in 2019. The expectations of the People 
of God in the home dioceses need to be realistic, 
however, as the Ad Limina visit is scheduled across 
five or six very long and busy days. For Bishops who 
do not have the benefit of a diocesan media and 
communication office at home, a more general type 
of reporting might be more manageable after the 
visit is over.

The primary purpose of the visit Ad Limina 
Apostolorum is, as indicated by the title, for the 
Bishops to make a pilgrimage to the tombs of the 
Apostles and to meet with the Pope. Meetings held 
during an Ad Limina visit rarely generate immediate 
outcomes. Follow-up, particularly on important 
matters, occurs during the months and even years 
after the conclusion of the Ad Limina visit. The ACBC 
might issue a report on each Ad Limina visit, much 
as already occurs after the plenary meetings of the 
bishops.

VACANT DIOCESE

Recommendation 10

That the terms and conditions of 
administrators be published within dioceses at 
the time of appointment.

Agreed. The Episcopal Panel for Canon Law will be 
asked to prepare an outline, in accessible language, 
of the responsibilities and rights of an apostolic 
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administrator or diocesan administrator, to be 
available for use by dioceses whenever they become 
vacant.

Recommendation 11

That in dioceses without a pastoral council, 
an interim body be established to support the 
administrator for the duration of their term.

Not agreed. The Report offers no evidence that 
the review identified any need for support, other 
than that which is already provided, for apostolic or 
diocesan administrators. No detail is given here as to 
the membership and role of this “interim body” or 
who would appoint it. The period of administration 
between Bishops might be appreciated as a time 
of fallow for the local Church while it awaits the 
appointment of its next chief shepherd, rather than 
a time for an administrator to engage in innovations 
on the advice of an “interim body”. Those who have 
served as an apostolic administrator or diocesan 
administrator should be consulted as to the need for 
the support of any “interim body”.

CO-RESPONSIBILITY

Recommendation 15

That the principle of inclusion of all the 
People of God underpin practice in diocesan 
appointments and to that end:

15.1. the appointment of lay women and 
men to senior decision-making bodies 
and agencies be accelerated;

15.2. the principle of inclusivity be built into 
the terms of reference of each diocesan 
body and agency, and dioceses conduct 
audits of their advisory bodies to ensure 
inclusiveness in ecclesial bodies; and

15.3. leadership teams be inclusive of the 
laity (women and men), exercising co-
responsibility with bishops, priests and 
religious.

Agreed. Inclusivity and co-responsibility derive 
from our common Baptism and, expressive of 
the communio of the whole Church, ought to be 
characteristics of all aspects of the Church’s life and 
mission, not just in its leadership and governance. 
The principle that the Church is an inclusive 
community in which no portion of God’s people is 
excluded is endorsed, ever mindful that all of the 
baptised are called to ongoing conversion of life. The 
praxis of inclusivity and co-responsibility in diocesan 
appointments is a responsibility of each local Church 
as it discerns what is needed for its life and mission.

The ACBC will commission further research 
as to how co-responsibility might be fostered 
and promoted within all areas of the Church, 
complementing any existing data that may already 
be available, so that inclusivity and co-responsibility 
in leadership and governance is consistent with what 
is experienced elsewhere in the Church community.

DIOCESAN GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE

Recommendation 16

That the governance structure of each 
diocese, including the powers, responsibilities 
and composition of its constituent elements, 
be broadly communicated.

Agreed. Some dioceses already provide some 
form of organisational chart and considerable 
organisational information on their website. The 
Episcopal Panel for Canon Law and ACBC Media 
and Communications Department will be asked to 
develop a template for setting forth the governance 
structure of a diocese that could be adapted for use 
by each local Church.
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JUDICIAL ROLES FOR LAITY

Recommendation 17

That suitably qualified lay people, especially 
women, be encouraged to exercise functions 
as judges in ecclesiastical marriage and penal 
cases and education opportunities be provided 
to expand the range of persons able to do so.

Agreed in principle. Lay people have long 
undertaken training for roles in marriage tribunals. 
Currently there is opportunity for lay people to 
study canon law in Australia, as well as overseas. 
A number of lay people have undertaken or are 
currently undertaking study in canon law, just 
as they might for any other profession-related 
academic award. Appointment as judges is made 
in accordance with Church law and appropriate 
qualifications and expertise.

APPOINTMENT OF PRIESTS

Recommendation 19

That lay persons with appropriate expertise be 
involved in decisions regarding the placement 
of priests in parishes.

Agreed in principle. Current appointment 
arrangements vary markedly among dioceses. The 
inclusion of prudent lay persons in the process 
of assigning priests to parishes is supported by 
the Code of Canon Law and the Directory for the 
Pastoral Ministry of Bishops. Lay persons often also 
contribute, directly or indirectly, to the preparation 
of a parish profile that informs the appointment 
process. In the instance of religious clergy, the major 
superior nominates to the bishop the intended 
appointee. In many cases informal consultation 
occurs as lay people may offer their opinions on 
these matters unsolicited. 

In reality, a bishop often has limited options as to 
who to assign to a parish, due to very few priests 
being available for appointment or to not wishing 
to disturb the wellbeing of another parish or to not 
wanting unnecessarily to interrupt the term of a 
priest’s existing appointment.

CROSS-CULTURAL AWARENESS TRAINING

Recommendation 20

That all volunteers, lay, clergy and religious 
undergo cross cultural awareness training.

Agreed in principle. While this seems a worthy 
aspiration, the application of this recommendation 
needs to be tailored for each place, as local 
circumstances and needs vary markedly. Programs in 
cross-cultural awareness are already utilised in some 
places; in other places, the Church community is 
strongly inter-cultural and cross-cultural awareness 
is already quite healthy. The National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Catholic Council has this 
year launched a Cross Cultural Course that can be 
accessed everywhere. Further work in this area 
remains an ongoing need in the Catholic community, 
for the good both of the Catholic community and 
Australian society.

ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 
PARTICIPATION IN DECISION-MAKING

Recommendation 21

That Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people be included in decision-making 
processes.

Agreed. This is the long-established practice in 
dioceses with significant Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander membership and elsewhere through such 
works as Aboriginal Catholic Ministry, particularly in 
areas of Church life affecting Aboriginal and Torres 
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Strait Islander peoples. The ACBC is advised by 
the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Catholic Council. The contribution of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Catholics to the life, mission, 
spirituality, worship and governance of the Church 
is greatly appreciated but constitutes unfinished 
business; dioceses and parishes need to continue 
fostering and promoting the full participation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Catholics in the 
Church.

SAFEGUARDING

Recommendation 24

That dioceses and religious institutes examine 
the status of their safeguarding programmes 
and either:

24.1. negotiate arrangements with CPSL 
for the provision of audit facilities for 
those programmes, or

24.2. announce publicly why they have 
not done so and what alternative 
monitoring systems they have in place.

A number of dioceses, as well as the ACBC, have 
undergone a CPSL audit, the outcomes of which 
were reported on the CPSL website. The dioceses 
will be relating to the CPSL’s successor body, the new 
ACSL from February 2021, with regard to observance 
of NCSS and the new NRP and auditing of 
compliance. Because some civil jurisdictions are now 
also requiring safeguarding audits of institutions, 
this will likely lead to some modification of the type 
of audit undertaken.

Recommendation 25

That each diocesan bishop adopt the National 
Response Protocol once finalised, including 
procedures for dealing with complaints 

against bishops and other religious leaders, 
making it particular law for their diocese.

Agreed. The ACBC has already established the 
procedures for the Church in Australia which are 
required under the motu proprio of Pope Francis, 
Vos Estis Lux Mundi, and has recently adopted the 
interim NRP ad experimentum until such time as 
the Holy See confirms its status. While the Protocol 
contains universal Church law, it has been prepared 
as a protocol which, by definition, has broader scope 
than a legislative act.

INITIAL AND CONTINUING FORMATION; 
RATIO NATIONALIS INSTITUTIONIS 

SACERDOTALIS

Recommendation 30 (cf Recommendation 29, 
ACBC, above)

That the bishop consult the panel before 
making a decision about whether to accept 
a candidate for admission to a seminary, 
whether to accept a candidate for ordination 
or whether to permit entry to an international 
priest.

Seminary admission, admission to holy orders 
and welcoming international priests are three 
quite distinct processes, each requiring particular 
competencies. Mindful of the apparent intent of 
the recommendation, the bishops may review the 
relevant existing bodies and procedures, and in due 
course update what is in place or establish new 
bodies and procedures in light of the new Ratio and 
the document Interculturation of Clergy in Australia 
(2020). 

Recommendation 31

That each diocese develop and make public 
clear policies in relation to the criteria for 
entry into the seminary, the criteria for 
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ordination and the policy on international 
priests and requirement for entry.

Agreed. The theology of vocation already mentioned 
with regard to Recommendation 29 and the new 
Ratio will provide the foundations and norms for 
seminary-related policies. Once the new Ratio has 
been confirmed by the Congregation for Clergy, 
dioceses and/or seminaries will review and update 
their existing policies or establish new policies 
accordingly. 

International priests have been and are a great 
blessing to the Church in Australia. They come to 
Australia by invitation of the Bishop (or religious 
institute) and the requirements for entry are 
managed by the Australian Catholic Migrant 
and Refugee Office in accordance with a Labour 
Agreement between the Australian Government’s 
Department of Home Affairs and the ACBC. A 
significant number of priests from overseas belong 
to international missionary religious institutes 
and willingly come to Australia on mission, just 
as Australian-born members of these religious 
institutes go to other countries on mission. It is 
also noted that some priests come to Australia 
to minister here so as to learn new and effective 
approaches to ministry. 

Recommendation 32

That the formation and training of candidates 
for the priesthood and during their ministry 
have as a primary objective the development 
in individuals of an internal disposition that 
values a collaborative lay ecclesial ministry.

Agreed in principle. Both ordained and lay ministers 
need to develop not only a collaborative ecclesial 
disposition but also a co-responsible disposition, 
grounded in personal discipleship of Jesus Christ 
and shaped by a sound theology of ministry and the 
Church. It is important that lay ministry not become 
clericalised.

Recommendation 33

That in designing formation programmes and 
curricula, opportunities be provided for:

33.1. increased levels of studies in tertiary 
institutions outside the seminary;

33.2. extended placements in parishes and 
ministries; and

33.3. spending time in communal living 
outside the seminary.

This recommendation seems to be based on several 
misconceptions about seminarians today.

The recommendation seems to assume that 
seminarians do not study in tertiary institutions 
outside the seminary. In fact, most seminarians 
enter seminary formation having already studied 
at a university. With the exception of Australia’s 
only rural seminary, all seminarians undertake their 
studies at universities or theological institutions that 
are separate from the seminary: University of Notre 
Dame Australia, Australian Catholic University, the 
Catholic Institute of Sydney, Catholic Theological 
College Melbourne or Yarra Theological Union in Box 
Hill.

The recommendation seems to assume that 
seminarians do not have extended placements 
in parishes and ministries. In fact, all seminarians 
have extended formative pastoral and diaconal 
placements. The new Ratio will strengthen this 
aspect of formation.

The recommendation seems to assume that 
seminarians have not spent time in communal living 
outside the seminary. In fact, most seminarians 
enter seminary formation having already lived 
communally in a family and possibly in a joint 
living arrangement while studying at university. 
Several dioceses now have houses of discernment 
where those discerning their vocations might 
live with other men for some months or a year 
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before applying to enter the seminary. On entry 
to seminary, candidates have another experience 
of communal life. It is unclear what value would 
be served by additional experiences of communal 
living, given that most priests in Australia live alone 
and the skills they need to acquire are to do with 
a balanced priestly life that is sustained by prayer, 
healthy adult relationships, fulfilling ministry and 
service, life skills, observance of boundaries, lifelong 
ongoing formation and self-care. Communal living 
outside of the seminary may be of some value for 
a man who enters the seminary directly from the 
family home or school education, without having 
undertaken tertiary studies, worked or lived with 
others, but this is very unusual today and generally 
discouraged.

Recommendation 34

That all Church leaders take steps, wherever 
the opportunity presents itself, to educate 
about the dangers of clericalism and to make 
changes to practices that foster an unhealthy 
culture. These opportunities include, but are 
not limited to, seminary curricula and ongoing 
professional development for clergy and lay 
people.

Agreed in principle. The Bishops affirm their 
commitment to creating an ecclesial culture in which 
there is no place for clergy who hold an attitude of 
entitlement to privilege or superior treatment or the 
inappropriate exercise of power. At the same time, 
it is important to acknowledge that where a mindset 
as ingrained as clericalism exists, significant change 
will likely be the fruit of conversion more than 
of programs and will be generational rather than 
instantaneous in its effects.

It is also noted that there can be healthy forms 
of clerical culture and unhealthy forms of quasi-
clericalism among lay leaders. These, too, must be 
guarded against. 

Recommendation 37

That professional development opportunities 
be provided in seminaries and theological 
schools, with the widespread involvement 
of the laity, for all in leadership, governance 
and management positions to ensure they 
understand basic fiduciary and governance 
principles relevant to their positions.

Agreed. The professional development opportunities 
currently available through seminaries and 
theological colleges could be enhanced and 
made more widely available for all in leadership, 
governance and management positions. 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR FORMATION

Recommendation 35

That leadership formation for all church 
leaders and prospective leaders be widely 
available at diocesan and province level in 
order to support best practice in governance.

Agreed. The model for all Christian leaders is Jesus 
Christ, who came not to be served but to serve. 
Christian leadership will always be qualitatively 
different from leadership in politics, commerce, 
government, industry and other secular realms. 
However, Christian leadership can draw valuable 
lessons from good leadership practices in various 
fields.

An outcome of the 2016 statutory external review 
of the Bishops Conference was a project to develop 
national principles for formation for Church 
leadership and governance, which began prior to the 
review of governance but did not continue while the 
review was being undertaken. The project has now 
resumed. 

While leadership formation has been made available 
in a range of modes and in a number of institutions, 
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more will need to be done to foster participation in 
already available and purpose-designed leadership 
formation opportunities.

Recommendation 72

That the diocesan bishop in consultation with 
the diocesan pastoral council and relevant 
adult education providers establish formation 
programmes, pathways and ministry 
opportunities specifically for those who 
work in parishes and local communities. This 
includes pastoral associates, youth ministers, 
catechists and other lay ecclesial ministers 
both professionals and volunteers.

Agreed in principle. Formation opportunities for 
a variety of ministries are already encouraged 
and endorsed at the diocesan level. Some better-
resourced dioceses and sectors, and other Catholic 
institutions, offer the recommended opportunities 
which are resourced by a variety of means. Regional 
and remote dioceses do not necessarily have 
the human and financial resources to provide 
such formation programs, pathways and ministry 
opportunities but do so to the extent possible. 
Collaboration across dioceses and the sharing 
of approaches, programs and resources can be 
especially beneficial.

Recommendation 79

That a programme of induction and ongoing 
formation about the roles and responsibilities 
of each member and especially new members 
of parish pastoral council in the parishes be 
implemented.

Agreed in principle. Programs of induction and 
formation for parish councils are the responsibility 
of the parish, and the needs will vary in every 
diocese. In some dioceses, it is possible for the 
diocese to contribute to this process. Resources 

deriving from canon law, diocesan guidelines, 
principles of good governance and meeting 
procedures can be developed where they do not 
already exist. The Handbook for Building Stronger 
Parishes and the Building Stronger Parishes project 
are readily available resources that draw upon 
research into Australian parishes, including in the 
areas of leadership and planning.

Recommendation 84

That the diocesan bishop in consultation 
with the diocesan pastoral council and 
relevant adult education providers establish 
formation programmes, pathways and 
ministry opportunities specifically for pastoral 
associates.

Agreed in principle. Diocesan Bishops or their 
delegates will work with pastoral associates, if any, 
to identify their needs and aspirations. At the same 
time, diocesan Bishops will look to the pastoral 
needs of the parishes in the diocese to clarify 
current and anticipated pastoral needs. 

Recommendation 85

That each diocese is to have a programme of 
ongoing formation and training for pastoral 
associates and lay leaders in parishes.

Agreed in principle. Each diocese needs to offer 
opportunities for ongoing formation and training 
for pastoral associates, if any, and for lay leaders 
in parishes. Some of these opportunities may be 
programmed; others are offered when available. In 
some instances, ongoing ministry formation might 
be provided for clergy and pastoral associates 
together. Formation for co-responsibility in 
evangelisation, mission and ministry is encouraged. 
Every person exercising ministry and parish 
leadership – lay, religious, ordained – has primary 
responsibility for participating in ongoing formation 
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and training and, as well as undertaking programs 
offered by the diocese, should seek opportunities to 
develop their pastoral competencies, leadership gifts 
and skills, spirituality and theology.

LAY ADVISORS TO COUNCIL OF PRIESTS AND 
COLLEGE OF CONSULTORS

Recommendation 46

That lay advisors, female and male attend 
council of priests and college of consultors 
meeting with the right to participate fully in all 
discussions and not as mere auditors.

No lay person can be a member of the presbyteral 
council or college of consultors in canon law. 
Nonetheless, every diocese has different procedures 
for ensuring lay advice is provided on matters 
dealt with by the council of priests and the college 
of consultors. In most, this involves particular lay 
persons making presentations, answering questions 
and contributing to discussions on particular 
subjects; in others, one or more lay persons are 
regular participants in such meetings. It might 
also involve other structures of discernment and 
governance as established by the local Church 
to meet its particular needs. While the intention 
of the recommendation is clear, and forms of lay 
participation even on these clerical councils are 
increasingly commonplace, particular application 
will need to be considered in each diocese and 
in light of both canon law and the statutes of the 
council of priests and the college of consultors in 
each diocese.

CONSULTATION IN PASTORAL PLANNING

Recommendation 47

That pastoral planning and provision of 
ministry are to involve as much effective 
consultation as is possible between the bishop 

and the relevant parish communities on major 
issues affecting the pastoral life of the parish.

Agreed. The principle set forth here is already the 
accepted approach in most dioceses. Policies also 
exist in some places to ensure that the approaches 
taken are consistent in each instance. Such issues 
might well receive consideration during the Fifth 
Plenary Council of Australia. A diocesan pastoral 
council might be expected to exercise a role in the 
recommended consultation.

APPEAL PROCESSES

Recommendation 49

That appeal processes from the parish 
to the diocesan level be accountable and 
transparent.

Agreed in principle. Appeal processes within the 
Church need transparency and accountability. 
It is observed, however, that appeal processes 
everywhere normally include a prudent assessment 
of the need for confidentiality and respect for the 
persons concerned and groups involved. Local gossip 
and social media can prove particularly coercive and 
even destructive if processes become public prior 
to resolution. In areas relevant to safeguarding and 
professional standards, processes are addressed 
through existing protocols. This recommendation 
will be referred to the Episcopal Panel for Canon Law 
for further advice.

DIOCESAN PASTORAL COUNCIL

Recommendation 54 

That dioceses address through a discernment 
process the model of diocesan pastoral 
councils best suited to their needs.
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Agreed in principle. Subject to previously articulated 
caveats about making such councils mandatory, 
this recommendation respects the principle of 
subsidiarity and recognises the benefits for each 
diocese in being able to discern the structures for 
pastoral planning, consultation and participation, 
and approaches to co-responsibility best suited 
to local needs and circumstances. The Australian 
Catholic Council for Pastoral Research and National 
Centre for Pastoral Research will be asked to provide 
advice on models of diocesan pastoral councils.

Recommendation 55 

That the operations of existing diocesan 
pastoral councils be reviewed with a view to 
ensuring best practice.

Agreed. Dioceses already served by a diocesan 
pastoral council would be assisted by periodic 
review to ensure best practice. It is suggested 
that the recommended review be undertaken in 
light of the advice requested from the Australian 
Catholic Council for Pastoral Research and National 
Centre for Pastoral Research with regard to 
Recommendation 54.

DIOCESAN SYNOD

Recommendation 56

That within five years following the closing 
session of the Plenary Council 2020-21 [2021-
22] each diocese conduct a diocesan synod 
and every ten years thereafter.

Agreed. So long as it is consistent with the decrees 
of the Fifth Plenary Council of Australia and any 
universal law, the recommendation that a diocesan 
synod be held within five years of the conclusion of 
the Plenary Council is endorsed, so that each local 
Church can determine for itself the appropriate 

means to apply the decisions of the Plenary Council 
in the local context.

Guidance is sought from those familiar with 
synods in the normal course of their ecclesial life, 
particularly Oriental rite bishops in whose eparchies 
or dioceses synods are held regularly. In this respect, 
ecumenical learnings might also to be drawn upon.

Recommendation 57

That the membership of each diocesan synod 
reflect the profile of the relevant diocese.

Agreed. This would generally be taken for granted 
today. It also accords with sound ecclesiology, 
principles of synodality and co-responsibility, and 
the canon law. Its application safeguards diocesan 
synods from individuals or groups claiming 
privileged status. 

DIOCESAN FINANCE COUNCIL

Recommendation 58

That the bishop participates ex-officio in the 
diocesan finance council and the chair of the 
diocesan finance council be an independent 
lay person.

The reasons for the Bishop to participate ex officio 
in the diocesan finance council are clear, with the 
chair being an independent lay person, yet without 
prejudice to the provision in the Code of Canon Law 
that the Bishop or his delegate should “preside” 
over the finance council.

Recommendation 60

That each diocese provide publicly full annual 
financial reporting including an income 
statement, a summary statement of financial 
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activities including investment strategy and a 
summary of financial position.

Agreed. The ACBC general secretariat is asked to 
include in the template for diocesan reporting 
(Recommendation 43) a section on financial 
reporting that includes an income statement, a 
summary statement of financial activities including 
investment strategy and a summary of financial 
position.

DIOCESAN AGENCIES                                                  
AND ADVISORY BODIES

Recommendation 59

That a programme of induction and ongoing 
formation on the roles, responsibilities and 
purposes of diocesan and parish councils 
and boards be provided for new and ongoing 
members.

Agreed. The induction and ongoing formation of 
those appointed to diocesan and parish councils and 
boards is sound practice.

Recommendation 61

That as a statement of general principle, 
diocesan agencies and advisory bodies 
should maintain the highest standards of 
accountability through open procedures and 
regular and transparent public reporting.

Agreed. Highest standards of accountability and 
open procedures are a matter of good governance, 
as established in policies and procedures. In most 
organisations, lines of accountability and reporting 
are aligned with the particular responsibilities of 
agencies and advisory bodies. For some, reporting is 
appropriately internal and for others appropriately 
public. Clarity around accountability and reporting 

should be determined for the work of every agency 
and advisory body of a diocese.

Recommendation 62

That fiduciary concepts and governance 
principles be included in professional 
development programmes for diocesan 
agencies and advisory bodies.

Agreed. These concepts and principles should be 
included wherever appropriate in the professional 
development programs for diocesan agencies and 
advisory bodies. 

Recommendation 65

That governance reform be accompanied 
by suitable education programmes within 
dioceses. Advisory bodies, such as pastoral 
councils, be fully costed and financially 
supported.

Agreed. Wherever reforms of diocesan governance 
are implemented, dioceses should ensure that the 
people affected are educated about the changes. 
Diocesan advisory bodies should be costed and 
funded within the financial capacity and budgetary 
provisions of each diocese.

ASSOCIATIONS OF CHRIST’S FAITHFUL AND 
LAY ECCLESIAL MOVEMENTS

Recommendation 67

That each diocese conduct an audit to identify 
all associations of Christ’s faithful, be they 
public or private associations, operating in the 
diocese and take reasonable steps to ascertain 
whether those associations have adopted or are 
in the process of adopting the National Catholic 
Safeguarding Standards developed by CPSL.

Bishops’ Response to The Light From the Southern Cross Page 28 of 32



Agreed. Dioceses were asked to undertake this task 
in 2019 for all entities listed in The Official Directory 
of the Catholic Church in Australia 2020-2021. The 
work already conducted will be reviewed to ensure 
it is current. The new ACSL should be consulted as 
to how best to work with Associations of Christ’s 
Faithful to ensure adoption of and commitment to 
the NCSS and NRP.

PARISH PASTORAL COUNCILS

Recommendation 74 (see PARISH, below)

That each diocesan bishop mandate parish 
pastoral councils in the parishes of his diocese.

Agreed in principle. Mindful of the identity and 
needs of the local Church and what is required 
by the Code of Canon Law, each diocesan bishop 
will consult the council of priests in relation to 
the establishment as normative of parish pastoral 
councils. It is anticipated that the Fifth Plenary 
Council of Australia might address the life and 
mission of parishes, including the particular 
contribution of parish pastoral councils.

EMERGING FUTURES

Recommendation 69

That where this is yet to occur, the diocesan 
bishop in consultation with the diocesan 
pastoral council analyse the multiple 
structures and needs of parishes to evaluate 
current practices and identify new and 
emerging forms of ecclesial life in the Catholic 
Church in Australia which are mission focused 
and centred on the Eucharist.

Agreed in principle. The work of consultation 
encouraged in this recommendation has been taking 
place in local contexts for some time. Some parishes 

have adopted radical programs for renewal and 
revitalisation. Other parishes have opted to work 
more gently from within. Keys to a mission-focused 
and Eucharist-centred parish are intentional/ 
missionary discipleship, evangelisation, faith 
formation and education, parish outreach rather 
than introspection, and shared worship and prayer. 
The Building Stronger Parishes project and related 
Handbook provide well-researched resources to 
support the renewal and revitalisation of parish life 
and mission.

Recommendation 70

That in developing proposals to reconfigure 
parishes, the people in each parish or a 
group of parishes affected by a proposal be 
consulted and provided with opportunities to 
meet together to discuss options.

Agreed. This recommendation echoes 
Recommendation 47. This expression of subsidiarity 
in handling proposals for any reconfiguration of 
parishes is fully supported. The recent instruction 
from the Congregation for the Clergy, The Pastoral 
Conversion of the Parish Community in the Service 
of the Evangelising Mission of the Church (July 
2020), recognises the need for ongoing consultation 
between the parishes concerned prior to the Bishop 
consulting with the council of priests. This is already 
normative practice in some dioceses.

THE APPOINTMENT AND RE-APPOINTMENT 
OF CLERGY

Recommendation 83

That bishops are to consult with the college 
of consultors or a clergy appointments panel 
when making changes with regard to clergy. 
These meetings are to include lay women and 
men.
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Agreed in principle. The requirement that the 
Bishop consult his college of consultors or clergy 
appointments panel when making changes with 
regard to clergy is one of canon law. The practice 
of receiving the contribution of lay women and 
men concerning clergy appointments is affirmed. 
Processes of consultation may, however, occur 
outside of formal meetings, and other approaches, 
such as discernment or listening sessions, may be 
preferred. It is observed that often there is little 
choice in the appointment and reappointment of 
clergy due to the limited availability of priests for 
appointment at any given time.

PARISH
CAPABLE OF RENEWAL AND ADAPTATION

Recommendation 68

That each parish articulate and enact clearly 
structured and transparent, prayerful, 
synodal processes in which the faithful of the 
parish have the opportunity to bring forth 
their ideas, and contributions towards the 
vision and activities of the parish. These may 
include, but are not be limited to, an annual 
parish meeting to which all parishioners are 
invited.

Agreed in principle. What is recommended here 
has long been a practice in some parishes, yet 
is unknown in others. Assemblies and meetings 
preparatory to the Fifth Plenary Council of Australia 
have offered new approaches for listening, dialogue 
and discernment. Many parishes will be looking 
for ways of reconnecting with the faithful after 
COVID-19 and the so-called new realities of a world 
afflicted by the pandemic provide an unforeseen 
opportunity. Dioceses could encourage parishes 
to act on the recommendation and provide advice 
and support on approaches that might be taken in 
person or online, including parish information and 

discernment gatherings, an annual parish assembly, 
parish pastoral council listening sessions, a parish 
retreat and small group listening and dialogue 
sessions that feed into a gathering of contributions.

PARISH PASTORAL COUNCILS

Recommendation 74 (see DIOCESE, EPARCHY, 
ODINARIATE, above)

That each diocesan bishop mandate parish 
pastoral councils in the parishes of his 
diocese.

Mindful of the identity and needs of the local 
Church, each diocesan bishop will consult the 
council of priests in relation to the establishment 
of parish pastoral councils as normative. It is 
anticipated that the Fifth Plenary Council of Australia 
might address the life and mission of parishes 
and the particular contribution of parish pastoral 
councils.

Recommendation 75

That where it may be difficult for a particular 
parish alone to establish a parish pastoral 
council (eg due to size or location) alternative 
means, appropriate for the circumstances 
of the parish, be adopted to ensure that the 
voice of the faithful sits alongside the voice of 
the ordained minister in pastoral planning and 
decision making.

Agreed in principle. It is understood what this 
recommendation is encouraging. However, rather 
than identifying means by which the voice of 
the faithful would sit “alongside” the ordained 
minister in a parish, the exercise of co-responsibility 
for the good of the whole parish community in 
pastoral planning and decision-making should be 
encouraged.
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Recommendation 76

That each parish pastoral council annually 
self-review and evaluate its effectiveness and 
operation of parish pastoral councils.

Agreed. Parish pastoral councils can be supported 
and encouraged to self-review through an annual 
process as well as via other means of engagement 
with the parish community. This is a means of 
fostering a mature faith community which is co-
responsible for parish life and mission. The Building 
Stronger Parishes project provides helpful resources 
to assist parish pastoral councils.

PARISH FINANCE COUNCIL/COMMITTEE AND 
FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

Recommendation 78

That the parish priest participates ex-officio 
in the parish financial council and that the 
chair of the parish financial council be an 
independent lay person.

Agreed in principle. Most dioceses already have 
established statutes or norms for parish finance 
councils. In most circumstances, an independent lay 
person can be identified to chair the parish finance 
council, without prejudice to the statutes or norms 
established by the diocesan Bishop. Where it has not 
been possible to identify an independent lay person, 
there needs to be the freedom for the parish priest 
to assume this responsibility.

Recommendation 80

That the parish finance council must meet at 
least four times each year.

Agreed in principle. In most places, the frequency 
of meetings of a parish finance council will already 

be provided for in the finance statutes or norms 
of the local diocese. However, it is noted that a 
parish finance council meeting less frequently than 
quarterly would struggle to fulfil its responsibilities.

Recommendation 81

That each parish annually provides full 
financial reporting which includes an income 
statement, a summary statement of financial 
activities including investment strategy and a 
summary of financial position. These annual 
financial reports are to be completed within 
four months of the end of the financial year and:

81.1. provided publicly on the parish website; 
and

81.2. a copy delivered to the person 
responsible for diocesan financial 
administration.

Agreed in principle. The broad intentions of 
the recommendations – accountability and 
transparent reporting – are supported, but the 
specified approaches to fulfilling these intentions 
are too prescriptive. Each diocese needs to have 
in place structures and procedures that provide 
accountability and transparency in ways suited to 
the local context and structures. In some dioceses, 
a financial management service is provided to 
parishes and reporting back to parishes is in 
accordance with diocesan standards. While some 
parishes have a website, many do not, preferring 
social media platforms or “Parish Online” for 
communicating with parishioners.

Recommendation 82

That each parish that is a Basic Religious 
Charity have regard to the ACNC governance 
standards and annual financial reporting 
requirements as exemplars of good practice.
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Agreed. An achievable way of putting this into 
practice would be for Australian Charities and 
Not-for-profits Commission governance standards 
and annual financial reporting requirements 
to be incorporated into diocesan standards 
and procedures for parishes. This would avoid 
multiplying the sets of standards that need to be 
adhered to.

SAFEGUARDING

Recommendation 86

That all parish communities annually 
self-assess against the National Catholic 
Safeguarding Standards on their 
implementation of safeguarding practices.

The diocese and/or ACSL might be asked to provide 
a self-assessment process and instrument for 
parish communities. Safeguarding Sunday, held 
on the second Sunday of September each year, 
provides an ideal focus for self-assessment by parish 
communities. Self-assessment can be a part of 
broader annual reporting, where this occurs.

OTHER RECOMMENDATIONS 

DEALING WITH ALLEGATIONS

Recommendation 26

That independent bodies comprised of civil, 
canonical and relevant professional expertise 
be established to deal with allegations against 
Catholic Church personnel (including bishops, 
religious, priests, deacons, employees and 
volunteers).

Agreed in principle. This recommendation pertains 
to allegations of abuse. Where allegations of a 
criminal nature are made, these are dealt with by 
civil and/or Church jurisdictions, variously involving 
police, investigators and judicial hearings. Where 
allegations are not criminal, these may be dealt 
with in accordance with established protocols and/
or codes of conduct. Many dioceses already have 
panels of independent persons to advise on these 
matters. It will be necessary to explore how such 
bodies will relate to the new NRP.
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