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I. Introduction  

 

A civil rights movement for children and victims of child sexual abuse1 (CSA) is underway in the 

United States and around the globe.  A necessary step to empower these victims is to establish 

effective access to justice.  Historically, statutes of limitation2 (SOLs), the arbitrary deadlines for 

prosecuting crimes and filing civil claims, have been unfairly short.  For millions of victims, the 

SOLs on their claims expired long before they were able to come forward to seek justice.  Short 

SOLs have kept the truth from the public by silencing victims, assisting perpetrators, and aiding 

institutional cover-ups.  That is changing. 
  

CHILD USAôs Annual Reports on the history of SOL reform in the United States start with the 

year 2002 because this movement was spurred by the Boston Globeôs January 2002 Pulitzer Prize-

winning Spotlight series on the cover-up of clergy CSA committed by Cardinal Bernard Law of 

the Boston Archdiocese.3  This publication was a turning point in the history of child protection as 

the public was introduced to the outlines of a paradigm of sex abuse in trusted institutions.  The 

Spotlight series brought to the fore the broad themes of institution-based CSA: powerful men 

motivated by image and self-preservation; calculated ignorance of the clear risks to children; and 

protection of abusers within an institution, rather than the children.  While those in power ignored 

the horror in plain sight, perpetrators were permitted latitude to abuse countless children.  The 

story was picked up around the world, and clergy sex abuse became standard content in headlines 

everywhere.  

  
Cardinal Lawôs recklessness appeared so brazen that, at first, some believed the problem  

was limited to the Boston Archdiocese.  For example, Senator Rick Santorum blamed it on 

liberalism specific to the city of Boston: ñWhile it is no excuse for this scandal, it is no surprise 

that Boston, a seat of academic, political and cultural liberalism in America, lies at the center of 

the storm.ò4  Not long thereafter, Philadelphia District Attorney Lynne Abraham initiated a more 

comprehensive grand jury investigation into Archdiocesan clergy sex abuse than ever previously 

conducted.  The 2005 Grand Jury Report on Sex Abuse in the Philadelphia Archdiocese 

established that the cover-up of CSA by dozens of priests in the Philadelphia-area Catholic 

dioceses was not related to liberalism.  Rather, it was a pattern that repeated itself in parish after 

parish, diocese after diocese, state after state, and one country after another.5 

  
The Spotlight coverage created new ways for the public to comprehend child endangerment 

embedded in trusted institutions.  The Spotlight  report was followed by disclosure of systemic 

failures in other U.S. dioceses6 and reports about other religious organizations.7  Other  institutional 

sex abuse cases soon began to appear, starting with Pennsylvania State Universityôs Jerry 

Sandusky in 2011.8  From there, abuse in many other venerated institutions surfaced, including in 

elite prep schools,9 sports teams, and leagues like the Olympic system,10 and other youth-serving 

organizations such as the Boys and Girls Clubs of America and YMCAs.  Abuse within the family 

also became a topic of conversation as CSA allegations surfaced against Woody Allen.11   

  
The revelations of institution-based abuse initiated a surge of CSA victims coming forward with 

claims.  Barbara Blaine, President and founder of Survivors Network of Those Abused by Priests 

(SNAP), and many others led vigils with victims holding pictures of themselves at the age they 
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were abused in front of churches, Cathedrals, and statehouses.  The media covered these 

demonstrations and the public began to ask about justice.  Shockingly, the two paths to justiceð

criminal prosecution12 and civil lawsuits13ðwere unavailable for the vast majority of these 

victims.  They could not prosecute the abusers or file civil lawsuits because they had missed 

arbitrary procedural deadlinesðthe SOLs. 
 

Before 2002, a trickle of information largely focused on individual perpetrators and victims led 

the public to believe that CSA was relatively uncommon and a problem related solely to 

individuals, as opposed to an institutional or society-wide issue.  Organizations often portrayed 

themselves as victims of opportunistic child predators, evading responsibility.  Moreover, the 

pervasive understanding was that children needed to be protected from ñstranger danger,ò while 

in fact, the primary threats are among parents, clergy, teachers, and coaches.  CSA is rampant, 

impacting one in five girls and one in thirteen boys in North America, totaling 3.7 million children 

every year.14 

 

Many victims of CSA suffer in silence for decades before they talk to anyone about their traumatic 

experiences.  As children, CSA victims often fear the negative repercussions of disclosure, such 

as disruptions in family stability, loss of close relationships, or involvement with the authorities.15  

This is a crime that typically occurs in secret and many victims of sexual violence assume no one 

will believe them.16 Additionally, CSA survivors may struggle to disclose because of trauma and 

psychological barriers such as shame and self-blame, as well as social factors like gender-based 

stereotypes or the stigma of sexual  victimization.17  Victims also can  develop a variety of coping 

strategiesðdenial, repression, dissociationðto avoid recognizing or dealing with the harm they 

suffered.18  They disproportionally develop depression, substance abuse, PTSD, and challenges in 

personal relationships.  These mechanisms may persist well into adulthood, long past the date of 

the abuse.  

 

The SOLs build a barrier to coming forward.  Disclosure of CSA to the authorities for criminal 

prosecution or an attorney in pursuit of civil justice is a difficult and emotionally complex process 

for children.  They do not have the life experience to put the experience into perspective.  To come 

forward, the victims must understand that they were abused, decide whether they want to be 

identified as a victim by the person they tellðthe authorities, their families, or the publicðand 

then consciously decide to contact a prosecutor or attorney.  It is a daunting decision. 

 

 In light of these barriers to disclosure, it should not be surprising that: 

 

¶ In a study of survivors of abuse in Boy Scouts of America, 51% of survivors disclosed their 

abuse for the first time at age 50 or older.19  

 

¶ In one study, 44.9% of male victims and 25.4% of female victims of CSA delayed discussing 

their abuse with anyone by more than 20 years.20  

 

¶ Between 70% and 95% of child sexual assault victims never report the abuse to authorities.21 

 

¶ Research has found a higher rate of PTSD symptoms in CSA victims delaying disclosure 

compared to those who did not delay disclosure.22 
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For both children and adults, disclosure of CSA trauma is a process and not a discrete event in 

which a victim comes to terms with their abuse.23    

 
 
When the SOLs blocked justice for the victims and simultaneously protected the perpetrators and 

institutions, a strong argument was made to do away with the SOLs: this deadline was revealed as 

patently unfair.  Professor Marci Hamilton, CHILD USAôs Founder, wrote Justice Denied: What 

America Must Do to Protect Its Children (Cambridge University Press), because, at the time, she 

believed that the law was simply a mistake to be corrected.  She quickly learned that institutions 

like the Catholic bishops, insurance industry, teachersô unions, the ACLU, defense attorneys, and 

the chambers of commerce were not enthusiastic about the public learning the truth about systemic 

abuse or in the victims obtaining fair justice and compensation for the injuries inflicted on them.24  
  
There are two classes of CSA victims to consider: (1) children currently being abused or future 

victims who are within the relevant SOLs, and (2) adult survivors whose SOLs have expired.     

Based on the first twenty years of this U.S. movement, for the children at risk right now and in the 

future, elimination of the civil and criminal SOLs makes the most sense so they can seek justice 

when they are ready.  For those whose SOLs have expired, there is nothing we can do about expired 

criminal SOLs, but we can revive expired civil claims.  Thatôs right: for the victims whose criminal 

and civil SOLs have expired, the sole means to access justice is through the civil system.25  There 

are three compelling public purposes served by the child sexual abuse SOL reform movement, 

which are explained below:  
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There has been an active and innovative movement to reform CSA SOLs since 2002.  There was 

also a pronounced shift from a focus on individuals to a focus on the systems that endanger 

children.  With so many bad actors and institutions in the headlines and thousands of victims 

coming forward, the pressure for justice has increased.  Most states and the federal government 

have made access to justice, or SOL reform, a priority.  Forty-nine states, or 98%, and five 

territories have amended their CSA SOLs since January 2002.26  Many jurisdictions have amended 

their SOLs several times and continue to propose new SOL reform bills year after year.    

 

The gold standard of the SOL reform movement for CSA is: (1) elimination of all criminal SOLs, 

(2) elimination of all civil SOLs, and (3) revival of all expired civil claims.  In general, when civil 

SOLs are extended or eliminated, the new SOL is only applicable to claims that were not already 

expired when the new law went into effect, with the exception of revival laws. On the criminal 

side, generally, a new SOL for prosecuting CSA crimes or the elimination of the SOL, is only 

applicable to crimes that could still be prosecuted, meaning the SOL was not already expired, as 

of the date the new law went into effect.  It is only by implementing all three reforms, that states 

are able to provide access to justice to all CSA survivors, past, present, and future, and prevent 

further abuse. Below is a snapshot of the progress the United States has made towards the three 

goals of SOL reform. 
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 In 2021 alone, fourteen states and the Northern Mariana Islands reformed their SOLs for CSA, 

and many states are revisiting the issue in 2022.27   
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