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tion held by Marianite Sister
Carmelita Centanni were
created in the Archdiocese
of New Orleans in October
2002. An abuse hotline was
established in June 2002.

In her position, Sister Mary
Ellen conducts annual Safe
Environment training work-
shops at the parish level with
priests, seminarians, prin-
cipals, directors of religious
education, catechists, parents,
volunteers and anyone who
works with youth.

A PowerPoint presenta-
tion she created highlights
the archdiocese’s abuse and
neglect policy, code of eth-
ics, state law regarding the
mandatory reporting of abuse
or neglect, how to report al-
leged abuse and neglect, and
what to look for and how to

prevent child abuse from hap-
pening in the church and at
home.

Also, within parishes, back-
ground checks are completed
on those working with chil-
dren every three years. New
applicants and hires undergo
a background check and re-
ceive training, she said.

“It has proven to be success-
ful,” Sister Mary Ellen said of
the program put in place to
protect children. “Whenever
you raise the awareness, the
success rate increases.”

Catholic students also re-
ceive age-appropriate personal
safety training during religion
class, with an emphasis on
the church teaching that each
person is uniquely made in
the image and likeness of
God. Children learn to be
aware of their surroundings,
understand when to say no
to someone who attempts to
harm them and to seek assis-
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tance from a trusted adult.

“We're called to have tre-
mendous respect for children
and have kindness toward
them,” Sister Mary Ellen
said.

Both Sister Mary Ellen and
Sister Carmelita said Arch-
bishop Alfred Hughes has
been supportive of their ef-
forts. In the fall 2007, he
called a mandatory meeting
of pastors, principals and di-
rectors of religious education
to introduce them to arch-
diocesan contacts for child
protection.

Sister Mary Ellen and Sister
Carmelita have noticed fewer
victims since their programs
were instituted. This aligns
with findings of a 2007 “Sur-
vey of Allegations and Costs”
conducted by the Center
for Applied Research in the
Apostolate at Georgetown
University that reported a
“continued decrease in the

Five Steps to a Safer Environment

> It is every adult’s respon-
sibility to protect minors
by reporting suspected
abuse or neglect to the
responsible authorities.
Know the numbers of the
local agencies who inves-
tigate suspected abuse or
neglect of minors.

> Parents and guardians
who are involved in par-
ish/school programs will
be in the best position to
protect their own children
as well as all children in
the community.

> Make sure your children
have a strong user name
(ideally alphanumeric) and
password that doesn’t
reveal any personal infor-
mation.

> Be aware of and sensi-
tive to what is going
on in the lives of your
children.

» Always observe the be-
haviors of those who in-
teract with children -in
parish, school, parties,
neighborhood.

Do you know where your parish, school and
organization rosters are in your home?

Protect personal information pertaining to your child and
other children that you have in your homes for visitors and
workers who come into your home.

Is there a list on the kitchen counter?
Is there a list on the refrigerator?

Is there a list on your desk?

Is a list on your computer without a protected password?

For details regarding the Safe Environment programs for the Archdiocese of New Orleans, call Deacon David
Warriner, vice chancellor, (504) 861-6289; Sister Mary Ellen Wheelahan, Safe Environment Coordinator, (504)
861-6278; or Sister Carmelita Centanni, Ph.D., Victims’ Assistance Coordinator, (504) 861-6253.

number of new credible al-
legations of abuse.”

“We're reinforcing vigilance
in terms of prevention,” Sister
Carmelita, a clinical psycholo-
gist, said.

Attendance at national
seminars on prevention and
abuse and learning what other
dioceses are doing have made
the nuns confident with the
archdiocese’s efforts to pre-
vent future abuse.

“I think we are doing very
well,” Sister Mary Ellen said.
“We stack up well (against
other dioceses). We work hard
and have put a lot of effort
and thought into what we are
doing. We focus not only on
the problem but focus on the
positive of what people can
do to prevent it.”

They believe that their
mission to prevent abuse is
important.

“Thisisn’t something that’s
going to go away soon,” Sister
Carmelita said.

“It's a sad commentary on
society but it’s a reality,” Sister
Mary Ellen said.

Adults can find helpful re-
sources on the Web at such
sites as Prevent Child Abuse
America (www.preventchild
abuse.org), Prevent Child Abuse
Louisiana (www.pcal.org), and
the National Center for Missing
and Exploited Children (www.
missingkids.com). The Victims’
Assistance Hot Line is (504)
522-5019 or (504) 861-6253.

Christine Bordelon can be
reached at cbordelon@clarion
herald.org.



