In German Catholic Churches, Child Sex Abuse Victims Top 3,600, Study Finds
BERLIN — More than 3,600 children, most age 13 or younger, were sexually abused by
Catholic clergy members over the past seven decades, a wide-ranging report has found.
The study, which was commissioned by the Roman Catholic Church bishops’ conference in
Germany, found that at least 1,670 church workers had been involved in the abuse of 3,677
children. That is 4.4 percent of the clergy.
The study, conducted by researchers from three universities over more than four years, was
an ambitious effort to understand the scale of the abuse — and how it could have been
systematically covered up for so many decades.
“We are aware of the extent of the sexual abuse that is supported by the results of the
study,” said Bishop Stephan Ackermann of Trier. “It is depressing and shameful.”
The findings have not yet been made public officially, but they were outlined in an eightpage summary obtained by The New York Times on Wednesday. They chronicle abuse cases
from 1946 to 2014. Every sixth case of abuse involved rape, researchers found, and most of
the victims were boys.
The German report was scheduled to be released on Sept. 25, but it leaked out and was first
reported in the German newspaper Die Zeit on Wednesday.
As shocking as the findings are in a country that to date has learned mostly of individual
cases of abuse, they are likely to underestimate the true extent of the problem, said
Christian Pfeiffer, a criminologist.
Mr. Pfeiffer said he had initially been asked to take part in the research. In the end, he said,
he refused because the church wanted to reserve its right to control the resulting research
papers — and under certain circumstances even ban their publication.
“The report does not give the full picture, and is not fully independent,” he said.
Researchers had no direct access to church files, relying instead on church personnel to fill in
questionnaires for them, he said. And in several cases, the report found evidence that files
regarding the abuse of minors had been manipulated or destroyed.
“The degree of the cover up is stunning and beyond anything I had expected,” Mr. Pfeiffer
said.

The report emphasized that many of the victims who contacted the researchers
anonymously expressed the feeling that “while the Catholic Church regrets the sexual abuse
by clergymen, they have yet to see a sign of true remorse and an authentic admission of
guilt.”
“This perception should be taken seriously,” they warned, adding that offering easy,
transparent and equitable compensation to all victims would help. So far, the church in
Germany has left it up to each individual diocese to handle the issue of compensation,
leaving wide gaps.
The German report comes in the wake of recent attempts to count the toll of abuse by
Catholic priests elsewhere in the world, though investigators there were afforded more
independence.
In Pennsylvania, a grand jury report released in August found that more than 300 priests had
sexually abused 1,000 minors over 70 years. The report provoked widespread outrage not
simply because of the numbers, but also because of the depravity of the abuse and what
many saw as the bishops’ callousness toward the victims.
The grand jury’s report covered only six of the state’s eight dioceses — and did not include
the populous archdiocese of Philadelphia.
In 2004, bishops in the United States commissioned researchers at the John Jay College of
Criminal Justice to survey the scope and nature of the abuse scandal amid a nationwide
scandal that began in Boston. Their report found 4,392 priests with allegations of abuse, and
10,667 alleged victims from 1950 to 2002. The researchers based their report on files
provided by the American bishops.
But many abuse victims and their advocates say they do not trust that the church is being
transparent, and have called for government investigators to step in.
That is what happened in Australia, where a royal commission looked at child abuse in many
religious institutions, including the Catholic Church. From 1980 to 2015, the report found,
there were 1,880 church employees — mostly priests — suspected of abuse, and 4,444
alleged victims.

