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Peggy O’Neill briefly reviewed the agenda and asked a member of the Prayer Committee to lead the attendees in an opening prayer.

VIGIL COMMITTEE REPORT - PEGGY DUGGAN

Penny reported that vigils continue to be held at St. Agnes Cathedral on the first Sunday of each month.  VOTF members meet at 10am in the front of the Cathedral, hold a prayer service and then hand out information flyers to congregants leaving the 9am and 11am masses.  Penny noted that with few exceptions, parishioners are receptive to these information updates and the vigils serve to put a face on VOTF.  The next vigil at St. Agnes is scheduled for October 7th.  Penny also announced a vigil on September 23rd at St Aloysius in Great Neck.  This is where Msgr. Placa, an accused abuser, is listed as one of the priests residing in the parish.  She encouraged everyone to attend and stand with us in questioning why he is still listed.



Peggy O’Neill also encouraged all members to participate in these vigils noting that they are prayerful gatherings.


FINANCE COMMITTEE - KEVIN CONNORS

Kevin reported on two Finance Committee initiatives.  The first is a survey of most parishes in the Diocese on the type of financial statements that they issue.  The survey revealed that many of the statements are incomplete.  The Committee is putting together a sample of an appropriate financial statement which will be distributed to the parishes to encourage the issuance of more comprehensive financial reports.  The second initiative covered by Kevin was an outgrowth of the Financial Team’s Report, which verified the existence of $187m in free cash reserves. The Diocese has still not responded to this report.  The Finance Committee proposes a survey of the faith community to identify outstanding issues within the Diocese, e.g., failure to hold the 2007 Synod, the existence of $187m in free cash reserves, etc.
        

Phil Megna added that since we are advocating for more financial transparency in the Diocese, it is important that VOTF, as organization, demonstrate such transparency.  He advised that the financials for VOTF-LI could be obtained on the website. Financials for 2006 are currently posted and 2007 will be available shortly.  Phil also reviewed how the VOTF-National financials could be accessed on its website.  The reports for both organizations detail how much money is received and how it is spent.  He pointed out that the national organization is experiencing financial difficulties.

NOMINATING COMMITTEE - NANCY MASSAR0

Peggy O’Neill in introducing Nancy noted that the LI-VOTF Board, which once numbered 20, is now down to 10 members.  She encouraged everyone to think about serving.  Nancy, on behalf of the Committee, indicated that they really need help in finding members to serve on the Board.  She reviewed the job description of a Board member and the requisite qualifications, including a passion for VOTF and our Church.  A short biography of the nominee should be sent to Judy Grillo or Nancy by October 5th.  The election will be held in November.  Even if you don’t have a candidate in mind, Nancy closed by asking the members to pray for the success of the nominating process.

CORRESPONDENCE WITH THE BISHOP – CO-CHAIR PHIL MEGNA 

Phil Megna provided an update on the correspondence that the Board recently sent to the Bishop.  The first letter was sent to the Bishop on June 22nd following up on his published comments that he should have listened more to some people including VOTF back in 2003.  This letter solicited a meeting without pre-conditions and an open dialogue with the Bishop.  No response was received from the Bishop.  A second letter was sent on August 7th noting his lack of response to the earlier letter and reiterating a request for a meeting.  The VOTF Board is discussing an appropriate response to not only Bishop Murphy, but also the entire hierarchy including the possibility of newspaper ads.  Not one Bishop has acknowledged their culpability or accepted responsibility for their actions or inaction.  It has been suggested that VOTF rescind its demand for the Bishop’s resignation because he is irrelevant.  Phil assured everyone that any such proposal would be put to the members for a vote.
OCTOBER REGIONAL MEETING – CO-CHAIR PEGGY O’NEILL


Peggy O’Neill announced that the October VOTF Regional meeting will be an open forum where the membership will be given an opportunity to speak and the Board will listen.  Topics will include:


How should VOTF respond to the Bishop?





     Where are we as an organization?








Where are we going as an organization?


                                                          What are the problems?

GUEST SPEAKER - KATHLEEN RICE - NASSAU COUNTY DISTRICT ATTORNEY

Phil Megna introduced Kathleen Rice noting that she beat the incumbent DA who chose to follow the Bishop rather than go after the wrongdoers. 

DA Rice opened her presentation by briefly reviewing her personal and professional background.  She noted that she grew up on Long Island, one of ten children in a very devout Catholic family. Professionally, she served as Brooklyn ADA in the criminal arena, followed by several years as a Federal Prosecutor working on white-collar crimes and then was elected the Nassau County DA. In the election, she avoided getting personal in the race, but it was clear that the voters desired a change from the incumbent who failed to separate his personal philosophy and religion from his work as the DA.  She assured everyone that she would never allow her personal philosophy to supplant her responsibilities as the DA.

When she became DA, she met with Bishop Murphy and described the meeting as respectful.  DA Rice advised the Bishop that she expected the Church to comply with mandatory reporting requirements and told him that the office would aggressively prosecute wrongdoers.  She made it clear that her number one priority is the protection of children (even higher than her goal to eliminate drunk driving).  DA Rice indicated that in a general sense, she has faith that things will be done right.

DA Rice reported that she had established a Special Victims Unit to address crimes against children and the elderly.  She introduced Madeline Singas, the head of this unit, and Philip Giardina, who investigates these cases.  She warned that public exposure has not brought about a death knell on these atrocities.  Prosecuting these crimes is difficult because it relies on getting information from the public.  DA Rice fully expects the Church to comply with the law and to provide relevant information, both past and present.  The Church has been notifying the DA’s office of instances as they occur.  It is imperative that at all costs, we avoid the betrayal of a child from happening again.  The goal is to identify and prosecute the bad apples, protect the victims and at the same time, protect the reputations of good men.  DA Rice strongly recommended that people report any instances of abuse directly to the DA’s office first, not to the Church.  It’s important to step outside the universe where the wrongdoing is being done.  By reporting the abuse to the DA’s office, they will be able to investigate and gather evidence to support prosecution and conviction.   

DA Rice encouraged everyone to spread the word that there is a new sheriff in town. She is the new DA, her door is open and her office will be run with complete transparency.  It will do everything it can to prevent victimization.  She has special, dedicated people handling these cases who will give them the attention and sensitivity required.  She again warned that the problem did not end with the scandal.  

DA Rice closed by asking for ideas on how her office can service us.  Her presentation was followed by a question and answer period.  In response to a question regarding the tracking of abusers, DA Rice indicated that unless they are convicted, there is no way to track them.  With regard to legislation, DA Rice indicated that she advocates legislation that gives the DA office more tools to fight pedophiles, etc. and make it easier to prosecute them.   Since she has not read the statute of limitations bill sponsored by Assemblywoman Markey, she could not offer her support.  She said, however, that she would be willing to review it if we send her a copy. There is also an association for DAs in NYS, which has a sub-committee addressing legislation. On the issue of a possible grand jury report or a press conference on sexual abuse by priests, DA Rice advised that the window of opportunity has passed for a grand jury report.  Moreover, given the statute of limitations, these cases could not be prosecuted.  DA Rice did indicate that she would consider a press conference on the subject.  

 
DA Rice received a standing ovation from the attendees at the conclusion of the question and answer period.

The meeting ended with a closing prayer led by a member of the Prayer Committee.  
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