
CHAPTER 4

Media Coverage of Allegations of
Historical Abuse of Young Persons
in the Cornwall Area, 1986–2004

Expert Witness on Media Analysis Testifies at Hearings

Dr. Mary LynnYoung, Acting Director of the Graduate School of Journalism at
the University of British Columbia, was qualified as an expert in media analysis
at the Inquiry. The main focus of Dr.Young’s academic teaching is best practices
news writing. She trains journalists to write, research, and report in different
media such as print, broadcast, and the Internet. Prior to joining the University of
British Columbia, Dr. Young taught journalistic best practices at the Ryerson
University in Toronto.

Dr.Young was a crime reporter for a number of daily newspapers in Canada
and the United States, including The Hamilton Spectator, The Vancouver Sun,
and The Houston Post. She also worked as a national business columnist for The
Globe and Mail.

Dr. Young’s primary concentration is media content analysis. She has expe-
rience in both quantitative and qualitative analysis. Dr.Young is also the author
of journal articles. These articles include an analysis of major crime stories in the
United States, the impact of lack of media competition on the content of reports,
and an analysis of media coverage of the Pickton case in Vancouver, British
Columbia, in which sixty-five women went missing in a thirty-year period. For
her doctoral dissertation, Dr.Young examined sixteen years of media content to
determine whether newspapers increased their coverage of sensational crime
when the environment became more competitive. The research methods employed
and analysis conducted for her published articles and her doctoral dissertation are
similar to the work Dr.Young was commissioned to do for the Inquiry.

Dr.Young has made presentations on the media in Canada, the United States,
and Asia. Some of the titles of these presentations are “Media Credibility in
Canada,” “Gendered Practices and Media Panics: Masculinity, Newspaper Wars
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and Crime Content in Canada,” and “Sensationalism and Resources: U.S./Canada
Differences in Attitudes Towards Media Credibility.”

Purpose and Scope of the Media Study for the Cornwall Inquiry

Dr. Young was asked to conduct a study of media coverage of allegations of
historical abuse of young persons in the Cornwall area from 1986 until the end
of 2004 (at which time the media focus shifted to the establishment of the Public
Inquiry). Her study of this period involved print, radio, and television broadcast
news reports from a media database that had been compiled by the Cornwall
Public Inquiry. Dr. Young concentrated on two main issues:

1. what media content or information may have influenced the institutions
in their responses; and

2. how media coverage affected the understanding of the community
regarding the social problem identified in Cornwall.

The trends and changes in media coverage during this nineteen-year period were
examined with a focus on both the nature and the amount of information made
available through print and broadcast.

The specific research questions addressed by Dr.Young were:

1. What information about the allegations of historical abuse of young
persons in Cornwall was communicated to the public, and did it change
over time? In other words, what facts or frames were selected by
journalists, and did the reporting change in the 1986–2004 period?

2. What key themes emerged and, in turn, were disseminated to the
public?

3. Who were the key voices and agenda setters represented in the media
coverage, and how were they framed over time?

4. What media genres were used to cover the allegations of abuse as they
unfolded? Were they short news stories or longer-form investigative
journalism?

5. What was the geographic diffusion pattern of the media coverage? Was
the coverage predominantly in local media in Cornwall such as the
Standard-Freeholder or the Seaway News? To what extent was there
regional media coverage of the issue such as in the Ottawa Citizen,
Ottawa Sun, or affiliates of the larger broadcast outlets in Ottawa, or
national coverage such as in The Globe and Mail or National Post?

6. What were the peak coverage times from 1986 to 2004?
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As explained by Dr. Young, the issue of whether media coverage can alter
the institutional response is complex. Clearly, she said, media coverage can have
an impact. She gave the example of the campaign of Mothers Against Drunk
Driving (MADD). This movement, which was covered extensively in the media,
changed social policy and cultural norms surrounding drinking and driving. Dr.
Young said that although “it would be inaccurate and simplistic to locate the
genesis of that shift in the media coverage of MADD,” it “obviously played a part.”

Methodology

The study by Dr.Young for the Inquiry, as mentioned, involved an examination
of both print and broadcast media. The content was predominantly mainstream
media information from established local, regional, and national print and broad-
cast outlets. Both qualitative and quantitative content analysis was conducted.
The quantitative analysis examines who said what to whom, and with what
purpose; it seeks to identify general trends in the media content over time.1 The
qualitative analysis, subjective in nature by contrast, focuses on how issues
surrounding allegations of historical abuse were represented by the media. It
examines the narrative, or framing, trends.

Citizen journalism—that is, citizen-created information and news reported
on websites during the 1986–2004 period—is not included in Dr.Young’s report.
Nonetheless, it was not surprising to Dr. Young, given that Cornwall is a small
community with a limited number of media outlets, that citizens decided to write
about these issues on the Web. The specific focus of her report was mainstream
media outlets.

Document Sample

The document sample was created from the Cornwall Inquiry database of print
documents and broadcast files. The database contained 1,329 unduplicated print
media articles in the 1986–2004 period. Of these, 1,105 were news reports and
224 were letters to the editor.

According to statistical principles, it is not necessary to examine the entire
database in order to address the research questions described. As explained by
Dr. Young, the standard way of establishing a workable sample is to use a
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“constructed week” in the media; this means randomly sampling a week of
newspaper articles. Sampling articles over two separate weeks in a year is
considered sufficient to create a representative sample from which to draw con-
clusions for the purpose of media analysis.

Rather than sampling two weeks out of a fifty-two week period, Dr. Young
decided to conduct more rigorous sampling. She sampled every second article;
that is, 50 percent of the media database. The sample was 555 print articles (one-
half of the 1,105 unduplicated print articles from the database). Although this
was probably “over-sampling,” Dr. Young considered it “better to have more
information than you require than less.”

To ensure the accuracy of the media articles in the Inquiry database, Factiva,
one of the most comprehensive databases of Canadian print and broadcast news
content, was examined for the period January 1, 1986, to December 31, 2004. The
key words “Cornwall,” “abuse,” and “Ontario” were used in the search of the
database. It became apparent that the Factiva sample contained no media cover-
age of the issue from 1986 to 1993.

The first mention of historical sexual abuse in Cornwall in the Inquiry sample
was in 1986. The local newspaper, the Standard-Freeholder, described criminal pro-
ceedings against a Catholic priest in the Cornwall area, Father Gilles Deslauriers,
who pleaded guilty to four counts of gross indecency involving historical abuse of
boys.2 As will be discussed later in this chapter, it was not until 1993, seven years
later, that media accounts of allegations of historical child sexual abuse by priests
in the Diocese of Alexandria-Cornwall were again covered.

As far as the broadcast sample of radio and television news clips from the
Inquiry media database was concerned, the amount of coverage was significantly
smaller than in the print media database. There were only twenty-one broadcast
clips, which included a number of television newscasts from a CTV affiliate in
Ottawa, CBC Television, and a Fifth Estate television documentary. It also
included a CBC Radio series that won a national investigative journalism award
for its coverage of the allegations of historical abuse in the Cornwall area.

Variables Examined in the Media Study

In her determination of which variables to use for this study, Dr.Young examined
the research questions as well as the literature on media coverage of crime and
social problems of this nature. A coding sheet with variables was developed,
which is reproduced here.
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Coding Sheet

Cornwall Public Inquiry

Year Genre Origin

1. News story 1. Local
2. Brief 2. Regional
3. Feature 3. National
4. Editorial 4. Specialized
5. Column

Number of sources – 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

Source Facts cited

1. Cornwall Police 1. Pedophile ring exists
2. OPP (Project Truth) 2. Suicide—victim
3. Alleged victim/family 3. Suicide—perpetrator
4. Government official 4. Conspiracy against victims
5. Social agency occurred 5. Historical child sex abuse—uncertain/never
6. Expert 6. Cornwall Police—thorough investigation
7. Catholic Church 7. Cornwall Police—NOT a thorough investigation
8. Other media 8. OPP/Project Truth—thorough investigation
9. Citizens group investigation 9. OPP/Project Truth—NOT a thorough investigation

10. Perry Dunlop 10. Judicial system—thorough job
11. Other source 11. Judicial system—NOT a competent job
12. Alleged perpetrator

Tone

1. Positive 2. Negative 3. Neutral

Genre This variable essentially asks, “How was the story presented?” Was
it a discrete news event, reflecting a certain time and place? Or did it contain
more in-depth information such as an investigative news feature or longer-form
journalism?

Origin This variable examines the location of a news outlet. Cornwall’s two
newspapers, the Standard-Freeholder and the Seaway News, constituted the local
coverage; Ottawa’s two daily newspapers, the Ottawa Citizen and the Ottawa
Sun, constituted the regional coverage; and The Globe and Mail and the National
Post constituted the national media coverage. Specialized media such as magazines
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and smaller publications were separately identified and included Maclean’s,
Canadian Lawyer, The Orator, and The Wanderer.

Number of sources This variable refers to the number of people cited in the
story, and examines whether those individuals were directly quoted or whether
their words were paraphrased. It assesses which voices were consistently cited in
the 1986–2004 time frame. Dr.Young explained that the complexity and quality
of a story can be measured by the number of people cited, how much analysis was
provided, and the diversity of opinion presented. This variable helps evaluate
the amount of research conducted by the journalist for the story.

Kinds of sources Reporters are required to identify the people quoted in a
story according to their relevance and association with a particular issue. This vari-
able examines the institutional affiliation or subjective position of the source.

Facts cited A number of key facts in the media coverage were identified as rele-
vant to the allegations. They include whether the media reported the existence of
historical abuse of young persons or questioned whether the abuse in fact occurred,
whether it reported the existence of a pedophile ring, and whether it discussed if
the local and provincial police conducted comprehensive investigations.

Tone “Neutral” refers to news content that did not contain critical commen-
tary; “positive” refers to news content that was laudatory in its comments or in
information about the official response; and “negative” refers to criticism in the
story regarding various official agencies involved in the allegations, such as
criminal justice or other government ministries.

Media Landscape

When examining media content, it is important to study the media landscape
for the particular time frame. Factors such as ownership and resources, for
example, may have an impact on media coverage. News stories generally begin
in the local media and, if considered significant, are covered by regional news
media, which in this case were located in Ottawa, and national media such as
The Globe and Mail, the National Post, The Canadian Press, the three national
television networks—CTV, Canwest Global, the Canadian Broadcasting Corpo-
ration (CBC)—and CBC Radio.

Media economics teaches that a relationship exists between quality and the
amount a media outlet invests in news gathering and editorials. Greater media com-
petition and greater financial investment in content result in higher quality news.3

Local community newspapers vary in their level of investment in news stories as well
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as in revenue models, from small dailies with weekly paid circulation to local weekly
advertisers that supply free distribution with revenues solely from advertisements.

Cornwall’s two local newspapers in the 1986–2004 period were the Standard-
Freeholder and the Seaway News. In this nineteen-year period, ownership
of the Standard-Freeholder changed a number of times. Launched as an
independent weekly in the mid-1880s, the Standard-Freeholder became a daily
newspaper in the late 1940s. It was owned by Thomson Newspapers Inc.,
proprietor of The Globe and Mail, at approximately the time when a Catholic
priest in Cornwall, Father Gilles Deslauriers, pleaded guilty in 1986 to four
counts of gross indecency involving youth.4 In 1996, the Standard-Freeholder
was bought by Southam-Hollinger, the largest newspaper chain in Canada at
the time, and in 2001 it was sold to Osprey Media.5 In 2007, the Standard-
Freeholder was purchased by Quebecor Media Inc., which owns the Sun chain
of newspapers.6 The average daily circulation of the Standard-Freeholder is
14,280.7 Because the Standard-Freeholder changed ownership a number of
times in the 1986–2004 period, Dr.Young did not discern a particular ideology
associated with this newspaper in this time frame.

The other newspaper in Cornwall, the Seaway News, was founded in 1985
by two individuals, Mr. Dick Aubry and Mr. Rick Shaver. In 2007, it was
purchased by Transcontinental Inc. The Seaway News has a controlled (free)
circulation of 34,900.8 As an independently controlled weekly, the Seaway News
has limited reach outside the Cornwall area. By contrast, news content of inter-
est in the Standard-Freeholder newspaper was distributed by the Canadian Press
wire service in the 1986–2004 period.9

Small daily and community newspapers that are part of larger media groups
are generally valued for their revenue-generating potential and as training grounds
for young journalists, offering lower paid, entry-level jobs that tend to be transient
in nature. These smaller newspapers “tend to be seen more as financial assets
than news agenda setters, a role left to larger regional dailies.”10

Regional media included the Ottawa Citizen and the Ottawa Sun. According
to Dr.Young, these media “represent a variety of ideological as well as journal-
istic traditions.”11 The Globe and Mail and Ottawa Citizen are considered
“newspapers of record”12 for their respective markets, while papers such as
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the Ottawa Sun are tabloids that tend to focus on “a more sensational array of
media content.”13

Geographic Origins of Media Coverage

The study of media coverage from 1986 to 2004 revealed that the vast proportion
of print content—72.1 percent—was local. Most of the stories from the print
media originated in the Standard-Freeholder and the Seaway News. The study
found that 23.1 percent of the coverage of the allegations of historical child
abuse in Cornwall was from regional sources, the Ottawa Citizen and Ottawa
Sun, and national media accounted for only 1.6 percent. Specialized media—
articles in such publications as The Orator and Canadian Lawyer—constituted
3.2 percent of the coverage.14

The limited amount of national coverage was a surprise to Dr. Young. She
contrasted the Cornwall story to coverage of the Mount Cashel allegations of
child sexual abuse in Newfoundland, for example, which received significantly
more national media attention.

Peak Years of Media Coverage

The peak year for coverage of the allegations of historical child sexual abuse in
Cornwall was 2001, which accounted for 20.9 percent of stories. The other three
peak periods were 2000 (18.7% of the coverage), followed by 2002 (11.4%),
and 1994 (also 11.4%).15

These four peak periods corresponded with the following events, discussed in
greater detail in this Report:

1994 Media access to a victim’s (David Silmser’s) statement to the police
and financial settlement, as well as issues surrounding Perry Dunlop.

2000 Perry Dunlop’s resignation from the Cornwall Police Service and
initial calls for a public inquiry.

2001 Jacques Leduc’s trial16 and stay of proceedings, as well as issues
surrounding Dick Nadeau’s website.

2002 The end of Project Truth and its charges against fifteen people on
115 counts of sexual abuse.
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Media Genres

News stories have gradually become longer and more complex over the past
century. In an article discussed by Dr. Young, social scientists Barnhurst and
Mutz17 state that news coverage now includes more analysis and places more
emphasis on time frames other than the present. Studies indicate that there has
been a “shift from descriptive to analytic journalism, from event-centred to
interpretative reporting, or from episodic to thematic coverage.”18 In other words,
there has been a movement toward news analysis that examines how and why
something may have happened, rather than simply event coverage that reports only
that something occurred. According to the Barnhurst and Mutz 1997 study, 40 to
45 percent of stories cover the “how” and “why.”19

In the media coverage of the Cornwall issue, 67.2 percent of the news content
consisted simply of news stories that reported that an event had happened; it did
not provide analysis of how or why the historical child sexual abuse occurred
in the Cornwall area (Table 4.1).20 Examples of news stories in the 1986–2004
period included the announcement of criminal charges against particular
individuals, interviews with politicians about the allegations and the police
investigations, and accounts of criminal trials of some of the alleged perpetrators.

Table 4.1

Print News Content by Genre, 1986–2004

Frequency Valid percent

News 373 67.2
Brief 39 7.0
Feature/In-depth 29 5.2
Editorial 36 6.5
Column 78 14.1

Total 555 100.0

Only 5.2 percent of the coverage constituted feature/in-depth articles. Dr.Young
expected more analysis of the issues, which occurred over a lengthy period:
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... [W]hat I find surprising is that the percentage of in-depth analytical
pieces are lower than I would think on an issue of this complexity, over
this length of time.

... [I]t’s not just the allegations of historical child abuse, it’s actually the
criminal justice response to those kinds of allegations ... [I]t is complex
on a number of levels.

Over 20 percent of the information from 1986 to 2004 was opinion content;
this included columns and newspaper editorials. Dr.Young considered 20 percent,
or one in five articles, a “significant amount of opinion comment.” The columns,
for the most part, originated from the two Cornwall newspapers and their two main
columnists, who, Dr. Young said, “addressed the problem and allegations from
opposing perspectives—often trading barbs with each other in print.”21 A few
columns also appeared in regional and national media, including two in the
Ottawa Sun in 1999 that discussed details about the allegations of abuse not
addressed in other media.22 There were editorials in the local newspapers and
regional daily newspapers such as the Ottawa Citizen.23

The remaining news content (7%) consisted of briefs or short news stories
of fewer than three paragraphs.

Columns and editorials are generally used as vehicles to inject in-depth
analysis and opinion into the news agenda. Best practices focus on evidence-
based reporting methods and argumentation as a means of analyzing and
describing events and issues in the public realm.24 This entails confirmation
of the accuracy of the information, transparency as to whether the informa-
tion is speculation or based on evidence, and identification of the source of
the evidence.

Kovach and Rosenstiel, well-known and respected media commentators on best
practices journalism, state that the discipline of “verification” is what separates
journalism from “entertainment, propaganda, fiction or art.”25 It is argued that
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“only through best practices and ‘precision’ journalism can media fulfill their
role in facilitating democracy and the public good.”26

It was Dr.Young’s opinion that “journalistic best practices were not followed
in a number of instances” in the sample of Cornwall newspaper columns. As
she wrote in her report:27

... [E]xamples from the database indicate that opinion content included
speculation, rumour and hyperbole without systematic and evidence-
based argumentation in attempts to make sense of the allegations of
historical abuse of young persons in the Cornwall area.

Dr.Young provided a number of examples of columns in the Cornwall local
media that failed to conform to journalistic best practices. Two such columns
were “Not Wearing Any Blinders,” published in the Standard-Freeholder on July
25, 1998, and a Seaway News column entitled “Champions of Complacency:
Claude McIntosh and The Freeholder,” published on August 9, 1998. Most of
the information on the allegations of child sexual abuse in Cornwall originated
from two columnists from the two local newspapers. These columnists, Dr.
Young commented, basically trade barbs with each other.28 An excerpt from a July
1998 issue of the Standard-Freeholder is reproduced:

Gotta admit, it was uncomfortable squeezing a size seven ball cap over
a size 12 head after reading Bob Roth’s glowing description of this
scribbler in last week’s edition of the Seaway News.

You know, the one under the headline “Freeholder takes pathetic stand
on child abuse issue.”

In that column, Roth raved about this scribbler being his “favorite
journalist.”

“Articulate scribe,” Roth said, “doing first-class work.”

This article is essentially a critique of another columnist. It is common in a small
town such as Cornwall for journalists and others in the local media to know each
other. Local media, Dr.Young explained, sometimes tend to deal with personalities
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rather than issues related to events based on research and verification. It is
important to note that the Statement of Principles of the Canadian Association of
Journalists outlines standards that journalists should adhere to; they include
accuracy, fairness, balance, and defending the public interest, rather than taking
“pot shots” at other journalists. In Dr. Young’s opinion, this column does not
conform with best practices journalism.

Similarly, the following excerpt from the column in the Seaway News responds
to the Standard-Freeholder column cited above:

I guess we’re back at it.

I tried to stay away from the “dirty little secret” last week (and did), but
I really must respond this week to The Standard-Freeholder’s personal
attack on me, the Dunlops and anyone else who doesn’t greet child
sexual abuse and institutional break down with a gigantic yawn.

I refer, of course, to the editorial page piece by Associate Editor Claude
McIntosh in the July 25 edition of the Freeholder.

It wasn’t an overt attack. Frontal assault is not the Freeholder’s style. So
instead of targeting my arguments, Claude chose to fire pot shots at me
from the bushes of irrelevance and innuendo.

Claude, as you know, is one of my favorite journalists, but he has
become somewhat agitated because I have challenged his foggy thinking
on the child abuse issue. In my view, he and his newspaper have taken a
timid approach to the appalling failure of Cornwall’s key institutions
(e.g. police and church) to tell the truth and protect our children.

...

Instead, the Freeholder’s associate editor makes sneering comments
about those who want something done.

This is “unsubstantiated character discussion as opposed to well-sourced comment
or analysis,” testified Dr. Young. She described these columns as simply enter-
tainment, providing little information to members of the public to help them
understand these important issues of child sexual abuse. Fairness, balance, and
analysis, said Dr.Young, constitute best practices journalism.

Dr.Young contrasted these columns with a two-part series in April 1999 by
a journalist from the Ottawa bureau of the Toronto Sun. In “Coverup or
Witchhunt?” and “OPP Defend Pedophile Inquiry: Project Truth Cops Deny
Coverup Allegations,” journalist Michael Harris interviewed a number of people,
including MPP Gary Guzzo, officers from the Ontario Provincial Police (OPP),
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and an individual from the Ministry of the Attorney General. Dr. Young stated
that the journalist conducted research, tried to substantiate his opinions,
and provided a “higher level” of analysis than the columns in the two local
Cornwall newspapers.

Dr. Young provided another example from July 1998 in the Standard-
Freeholder that, in her view, does not adhere to journalistic best practices. Entitled
“Rumor Mill Is Working in Overdrive,” the column discusses an “anonymous”
letter, quotes an “old friend,” does not identify sources, and makes problematic
claims. The Canadian Association of Journalists Ethics Guidelines explicitly
state: “We will identify sources of information, except when there is a clear and
pressing reason to protect anonymity.”

The remaining news content included briefs (7%), which are shorter than
three paragraphs, and features or long-form/in-depth journalism (5.2%).29 Some
of the longer-form journalism appeared in The Globe and Mail and the Ottawa
Citizen. Chatelaine completed a lengthy feature on Perry and Helen Dunlop,
the Ottawa Sun published a special report on abuse in the Catholic Church, and
The Orator published three long features on allegations of historical child sexual
abuse in the Cornwall area. These longer-form articles provided some context,
“largely absent from the basic news stories.”30

Media Sources

The quantity of sources cited in the print media and the quality of the sources were
examined by Dr.Young in this study.

With respect to the number of sources cited in an article, the Statement of
Principles and Ethics Guidelines from the CanadianAssociation of Journalists state
that the more sources and the more diversity of sources, the better the quality
of news and information content. On a complex subject such as historical
allegations of child sexual abuse, it is expected that a variety of sources will be
cited such as officials, experts including psychologists and psychiatrists, and
complainants or victims of abuse. The general rule in “hard” news reporting,
according to Dr.Young, is three or more sources.

According to the results of the study, approximately half of the print news
content in the 1986–2004 period referred either to only one source or to no
source at all. In other words, in 50.9 percent of the news articles, a very small
number of sources were relied upon to report on the complex allegations of
historical sexual abuse of individuals in the Cornwall community (Table 4.2).
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Table 4.2

Number of Sources in Print News Content, 1986–2004

Frequency Valid percent

0 63 11.4
1 219 39.5
2 169 30.5
3 93 16.8
4 11 2.0

Total 555 100.0

Almost one-third (30.5%) of print stories quoted two sources, while only
18.8 percent of stories cited three or four sources.31 “The result,” said Dr.
Young, “is a body of information that relies on a narrow, limited range of
research and knowledge for its content; ... news content with few identified
sources” is “constraining and has a negative impact on the community, as
well as citizens’ ability to make sense of complex issues or events.”32 To com-
pound the situation, even when newspaper articles quoted two or three sources,
they were often from the same sphere of influence; for example, a police
officer is cited, then a representative of a different police force, and then
a person from the Police Services Board. As Dr. Young explained, “[A] focus
on one type of source can result in news content that is ideologically or insti-
tutionally biased.”33

The sources in the first few paragraphs of a news story have the most impact
and set the tone for the balance of the article, according to studies of media
content.34 Journalists typically place first the people they consider “the most
important agenda-setter.” This is because about half the readers are generally
lost after the third paragraph of an article.

In the sample of print articles on the historical allegations of sexual abuse in
Cornwall, the most common first news source (29.7%) in the 1986–2004 period
was a government official (e.g., politician, Crown prosecutor, judge).35 As Table
4.3 indicates, the second most cited source was alleged victims (13.4%), followed
by representatives of Project Truth (12.4%).
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Table 4.3

First Source in Print Media Coverage, 1986–2004

Frequency Valid percent

Govʼt official 146 29.7
Alleged victim 66 13.4
Project Truth 61 12.4
Other source 43 8.7
Catholic Church 39 7.9
Perry Dunlop 32 6.5
Cornwall Police 32 6.5
Alleged perpetrator 22 4.5
Citizens group 19 3.9
Social agency 15 3.0
Other media 15 3.0
Expert 2 0.4

Total 492 100.0

Note: The total is 492 because 63 articles had no sources.

Other sources included representatives of the Catholic Church (7.9%)
and Perry Dunlop (6.5%).36 Interestingly, Perry Dunlop was cited as a first source
almost as often as a Catholic Church representative, which Dr. Young said,
suggests:37 (1) “an inability or disinterest by media to access information from the
Catholic Church and/or hold it and its representatives accountable”; and also
that (2) “Dunlop was able to establish himself as a main agenda-setter.”

When Project Truth and the Cornwall Police Service are combined, the result
is that the first source in almost one in five articles is the police (18.9%). Other
first-cited sources were alleged perpetrators (4.5%), citizens groups (3.9%),
which became more active toward the end of the time period, and social agencies
(3.0%). Only 0.4% of first-cited sources in the print articles were experts in
abuse, clearly a “dearth of experts,” in Dr.Young’s opinion:38

... [T]he extremely small percentage of the news agenda devoted to
experts, defined as academics, psychologists and other specialists in

MEDIA COVERAGE OF ALLEGATIONS OF HISTORICAL ABUSE OF YOUNG PERSONS 87

36. Ibid., p. 15.

37. Ibid.

38. Ibid., pp. 15–16.



historical abuse claims, indicates a lack of depth and expertise about
the psychological, social, cultural and institutional costs of this kind
of social problem to a community.

First Fact Cited in Print Media and Tone of Media

Dr. Young examined the first or key fact reported in media coverage of the
allegations of historical sexual abuse in Cornwall (Table 4.4). The most refer-
enced first fact in the print media was the existence of a pedophile ring (27.3%).
This conformed with journalistic norms of media coverage of sexual abuse in
other communities. This was followed by criticism of the Cornwall Police Service,
that its investigations were not thorough (20.8%), and that a conspiracy against
victims existed in the Cornwall community (15.9%).

Table 4.4

First Fact Cited in Print Media, 1986–2004

Frequency Valid percent

Abuse ring 79 27.3
Cornwall Police—not thorough 60 20.8
Conspiracy vs victims 46 15.9
Judicial system—not thorough 29 10.0
Project Truth—not thorough 26 9.0
Abuse claims unsure 24 8.3
Suicide—perpetrator 7 2.4
Suicide—victim 6 2.1
Project Truth—thorough 5 1.7
Judicial system—thorough 4 1.4
Cornwall police—thorough 3 1.0

Total 289 100.0

Note: The total is 289 because some articles referred to none of the facts.

Of note were the “inattention” or “silences” regarding relevant facts, such as
the suicide of perpetrators, mentioned as a first fact in only 2.4 percent of the
print stories. Journalists often tend not to cover acts of suicide.39 When the
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suicides of individuals were mentioned, there was inconsistency as to the number
of suicides that occurred.

The tone of most of the news content—65 percent—was negative. Officials and
organizations such as the Cornwall Police Service and Project Truth, responsible for
investigating the allegations of historical sexual abuse, were criticized. The fact that
about two-thirds of the sample had a negative tone was not a surprise to the media
expert.As Dr.Young said, “[N]ews tends to reflect negative changes in the status quo.”

Media Framing

Journalism scholars argue that journalists consciously select certain aspects of a
social problem or event and define the social problem or event in a particular
way. The manner in which the social problem is constructed or “framed” has an
effect on judgments made, as well as on the remedies that are identified. An
example of this is Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD). The issue was
framed in terms of mothers losing their children, which inspired a policy shift or
response, rather than in terms of youth in a certain demographic or cultural group
engaging in irresponsible behaviour. Another example is the Pickton serial
murders in British Columbia. The media frames involved missing women iden-
tified as Aboriginal sex trade workers and those who had drug addictions; they
were depicted as “not worthy victims” and somewhat “culpable in their own
death.” In other words, journalists consciously set up a framework within which
to think about a particular issue or event.

The qualitative framing analysis conducted by Dr. Young involved the full
sample of news articles on this Cornwall issue. A qualitative “framing” analysis
was completed on the entire database of 1,329 print media articles, which included
the 244 letters to the editor as well as the 21 broadcast clips. This involved an
examination of media content orientations: how particular events or issues were
represented or “framed,” and how connections between these events and their
possible interpretations or solutions were promoted. As Dr. Young explained,
“frames” provide the conceptual structure or framework necessary for the
communication of news and information. As one author describes this process,
“Frames are principles of selection, emphasis, and presentation composed of
little tacit theories about what exists, what happens and what matters.”40

Dr. Young found three key frames in the media coverage of allegations of
historical abuse of young persons in Cornwall in the 1986–2004 period. The
most prominent and consistent frame was that the Cornwall Police Service and
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other levels of the criminal justice system were either responsible for the social
problem of historical child sexual abuse or, if not responsible, were culpable for
their incompetence and ineffectiveness. Secondly, the construction of the issue was
determined by “key sources,” the most dominant of which was Perry Dunlop,
depicted as a “folk hero” in the media. Thirdly, the content was framed as discrete
news events as opposed to a larger, systemic problem. A lack of in-depth inves-
tigative journalism was evident in the 1986–2004 period.

The most prominent media frame, as mentioned, was police ineffectiveness.
It began in 1993 with the Cornwall Police Service. In 1994, the media reported
that the Ottawa Police Service had completed an investigation of the handling by
the Cornwall Police of a complaint of abuse in 1992 by alleged victim David
Silmser.41 The Ottawa Police concluded, according to media reports, that there was
a “noticeable lack of senior management direction and support through the
investigation.” In 1995, the media also reported that an audit by the Solicitor
General had described the Cornwall Police in 1993 as “rife with conflict.”

In addition to the criticisms of the Cornwall Police Service, the media
reported extensively on Perry Dunlop’s charges under the Police Services Act
and the subsequent “clearing” of these charges. The 1995 obstruction of justice
charges against lawyer Malcolm MacDonald, who represented Father Charles
MacDonald,42 were also depicted as an example of police ineffectiveness.43

In a 2000 broadcast media news story, police were described as either
“incompetent” or “most botched up” in two investigations of allegations of
historical abuse.

Concerns about police ineffectiveness shifted from the Cornwall Police Service
to the OPP investigation, Project Truth. An article in the Standard-Freeholder,
“Do We Still Need Project Truth?”44 discusses the length and cost of the police
investigation:

Project Truth, the Ontario Provincial Police investigation into claims of
massive sexual abuse in Cornwall and area, plods along.

It has been plodding along for almost 15 months, making it one of the
longest criminal investigations carried out in this neck of the woods ...

...

The cost has been enormous.
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As evidence of OPP ineffectiveness, the media reported that there was only one
guilty plea in 2002 out of 115 counts of sexual abuse in which fifteen men were
criminally charged. Very few of the articles referred to the second conviction
that emerged from Project Truth45—Father Paul Lapierre was found guilty in
Montreal46 and was sentenced to one year in custody and three years probation.

Other institutions, such as the Ministry of Correctional Services, did not have
the same media “spotlight” on them. As Dr. Young observed, “[J]ournalistic
investigation of issues at the probation office, guidelines about allegations of abuse
from Corrections were not followed up.” Given that there were incidents and
allegations of abuse involving probation officers, “it would be best practices for jour-
nalists to actually look at policies, examine Probation and Corrections, do more
investigation and interviewing with respect to that institution” and not focus solely
on the police. As Dr.Young said, the “spotlight gets focused on one area,” which
“has an impact on how people understand what’s happening in the public realm.”

The second key theme focused on Constable Perry Dunlop, a Cornwall police
officer. He was depicted as a “folk hero” who “blew the whistle on the local
police and the inadequate investigation of allegations of historical abuse.” It was
at this time that the “frame of police and Catholic Church cover-up received
more fuel.”47 Perry Dunlop became the centre of sustained local media atten-
tion and was the catalyst for national coverage such as large news features by The
Globe and Mail and Chatelaine,48 as well as an appearance in a documentary
by The Fifth Estate in 1995.49 There was a shift in the nature of media coverage
from a discussion of a few disparate and unlinked cases of allegations of histor-
ical sexual abuse to the existence of a “pedophile clan” or “pedophile ring.” This
continued until Constable Dunlop resigned from the Cornwall Police Service in
2000. The following excerpt from an article in the Ottawa Sun is an example of
reports that depict both Perry Dunlop and his wife, Helen, as heroes:

Courageous

Perry Dunlop was driven by principle, nothing more, nothing less.

For seven years, the Cornwall police officer aimed a light into the darkest
corners of a community’s secrets, exposing what he called a ring of
pedophiles that had operated in the city virtually untouched for decades.
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For that he was once suspended and on numerous times threatened
with worse.

He was often ignored or shunned, even by friends and colleagues, for
exposing the dirty little secrets of people who had earned the public’s
trust and respect as pillars of the community.

Despite a wall of public indifference and outright denial, Perry Dunlop
wouldn’t stop asking the uncomfortable questions, just as he wouldn’t
stop answering the door when victim after victim after victim showed
up to tell his story to just about the only person in town they thought
they could trust.

This week Perry and his equally courageous wife, Helen, announced
that after seven long years fighting for the truth on behalf of victims,
they were packing up and heading west for a new life.

They’re all but broke, having mortgaged the home to the hilt battling
one legal action after another. They have no jobs awaiting them.

Not that we worry for them. The courage and perseverance that saw them
through these past seven years equip them well for the challenges ahead.

We worry more for the community they leave behind—a community not
yet cleansed of the stain of allegations involving abuse laid against
numerous individuals.

It took years, but Dunlop’s allegations finally prompted a full
OPP probe that, to date, has led to more than 100 charges against
14 individuals.

Helen Dunlop says it’s only the tip of the iceberg and expresses hope
that somebody will pick up where they must leave off.

Hopefully, that will be the case, particularly as MPP Garry Guzzo
voices demands for a provincial inquiry into the entire affair.

In the meantime, Cornwall, indeed all Canadians, owe a debt of
gratitude to the Dunlops.

It’s always easier to join the rest of the crowd in turning away from the
scene of a crime, lest we become involved.

The Dunlops refused to turn away.

They became involved, even at enormous personal risk and sacrifice.

Heroes.
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The media content of the allegations of historical sexual abuse in Cornwall was
generally presented as discrete news events. There was little journalistic inves-
tigation or in-depth analysis. As Dr.Young stressed, more analytical and contextual
information about the police and the investigations, including the legal issues
involved in investigating historical allegations of abuse, would have enabled
members of the public to better understand and assess the social problem.
Moreover, there were few attempts to link the issues in Cornwall with multi-
victim abuse cases in other regions such as Project Guardian in London, Ontario;
Project Jericho in Prescott, Ontario; or Mount Cashel in Newfoundland. In Dr.
Young’s view, there should have been more journalistic research of Perry Dunlop’s
assertion to the OPP that a “pedophile ring” was operating in the Cornwall area.
This claim was not verified by other sources or police agencies at the time. Perry
Dunlop had become a “whistleblower”; he was “starting to set the news agenda”
and “had become a part of the story.” “[C]orroboration,” she stressed, is required
in a “best practices and objective journalism research model.”50 As Dr. Young
commented, Mr. Dunlop was “potentially not independent.”

Dr.Young observed “a number of problematic silences” in the media stories.
The fact that a Cornwall area priest, Father Gilles Deslauriers, was convicted of
historical sexual abuse in 1986 is mentioned in only a limited number of media
accounts in 1993, 1994, and 1995. Also, in Dr.Young’s opinion, research into the
clergy and Roman Catholic Church “lacks sufficient media attention and rigour”
in the print coverage.51 Few print articles examine the alleged perpetrators in
the Church or the Church bureaucracy, leaving this area “uncharacteristically
silent.”52 Accountability questions could have been asked. These silences resulted
in a further lack of information to the public.

Dr.Young provided a number of examples of news stories that lack research,
analysis, and context. An article published in the Standard-Freeholder in March
1999, “MPP Wants Inquiry into Project Truth,” contains only one source, Garry
Guzzo, and it fails to provide a tie-in to the broader context of this Cornwall
social issue. Little information is imparted to members of the public to help them
understand the serious allegations of child abuse in their community. Similarly,
in “Dunlop Quits City Police,” also published in the Standard-Freeholder, only
one source is quoted and it is not an individual but rather a police statement.
Again, little information is conveyed to members of the public to help them
comprehend the context of the allegations of sexual abuse by clergy in the
Catholic Church and by others in positions of trust in the City of Cornwall.
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The media expert contrasted such news stories with a CBC Radio series
covering the allegations of sexual abuse in Cornwall entitled Breach of Trust,
for which the CBC won a national investigative journalism award in 1999. In
accordance with best practices, the journalist interviewed several individuals,
including victims, the police, and a person who taught Ethics and the Law at a law
school in Toronto. The CBC also obtained information on Church documents,
court records, Law Society documents, photos, and other relevant written mate-
rial. Below is an excerpt from the radio story:

... [A]n investigation by CBC Radio News reveals there are photos, old
court records, church records and other documents. Yet Project Truth
has never asked for any search warrants to obtain them. In some cases
interviews with those involved produced new leads that were never
followed up. And as each new person comes forward with a story of
abuse it opens up a new door.

The radio story discusses the “pedophile ring” in Cornwall:

... how a group of powerful people sexually preyed on generations of
young boys in Cornwall, Ontario. Our investigation has found at least
50 people who say they were sexually abused by at least 20 men. The
list includes men from the city’s religious, professional and business
establishments ... It has taken four separate police investigations to
try to uncover activities that were swept under the rug by people in
authority in the community.

It describes the alleged perpetrators as including priests and probation officers
who were co-workers. It reports that the “Roman Catholic Church struck a
deal with a young man who claimed he was abused by a parish priest,” in
which $32,000 was paid to the man in exchange for not pursuing criminal
charges. Malcolm MacDonald—the lawyer who represented Father Charles
MacDonald, the priest accused of sexual assault—and his conviction for
obstruction of justice are discussed. The broadcast also describes the estab-
lishment of Project Truth. The OPP was interviewed. The radio transcript
states: “[P]olice admit many of the accused know each other and travelled
in the same circles.” It also states that three of the suspects had committed
suicide. The head of the OPP Criminal Investigation Branch discussed
some of the difficulties encountered in investigating historical sexual abuse
cases: “Memories fade, people are difficult to locate, documentation is non-
existent. There’s also reluctance of victims to disclose that they’ve been
sexually abused.”
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This series also describes the history of the City of Cornwall, the population,
and the socio-economic level of the majority of residents. It conveys the fact
that the community is predominantly Catholic; “three out of four people here
call themselves Catholic,” stated the radio broadcast.

In her examination of broadcast media framing, Dr.Young examined twenty-
one video and audio clips. Although the broadcast coverage framed the allegations
in similar ways to the print media, the broadcast media seemed to play more of
an agenda-setting role than the print media. An Ottawa television station raised
the issue of the 1992 complaint by victim David Silmser and his financial set-
tlement with the Diocese of Alexandria-Cornwall. The CTV news affiliate in
Ottawa broadcast information about this victim’s statement to the police, which
was picked up by other media such as the Ottawa Citizen.

The broadcast media were the only media to refer to the religious context in
Cornwall—that most of the residents are Catholic and attend church regularly. The
Fifth Estate also provided community context about the impact of the investi-
gation of Father Charles MacDonald and his subsequent removal from the parish.
It was reported that “[h]is parishioners were told nothing. He was removed from
the parish house quickly, sort of a middle of the night thing.”

Also, as mentioned, the CBC Radio investigative series Breach of Trust,
prepared by four senior journalists, discussed the existence of a pedophile ring—
that about fifty victims claimed they had been sexually abused by twenty men, that
three suspects had committed suicide—and it referred to documentary and
photographic evidence.53

Dr. Young also examined about 200 letters to the editor. These letters,
predominantly in Cornwall-area newspapers, provided both insight and com-
peting information on issues surrounding the allegations of historical sexual
abuse. The letters, Dr.Young said, “tell a completely different story about what’s
happening to the community”: religious affiliation, internal conflicts, concern
about rumours, residents trying to make sense of the allegations. The letters are
very emotive and demonstrate how difficult this issue is for this community.
Some of the letters complain about the quality of media coverage, the level of
hyperbole. As a letter published in the Seaway News says, “[W]e are too long on
feelings and too short on facts.” It is apparent from the letters to the editor that
people are struggling to understand the problem in their community.

Conclusions

A study of print and broadcast media on the historical allegations of sexual
abuse of young persons in Cornwall in the 1986–2004 period was conducted
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for the Inquiry. Media expert Dr. Mary Lynn Young concluded that the major-
ity of news and information content originated from local media, which used few
sources and which failed to provide “the necessary context and in-depth
investigation that would reflect a best practices journalism model.”54 As Dr.
Young stated, “[T]here was too little fact and too much conjecture.”55 When
relevant facts were reported, “they were not presented in a coherent narrative—
in one place,” to help the public understand the complex institutional and
individual issues.56

Therefore, the main findings were that there was too much speculation and
insufficient facts in the print media, lack of in-depth investigation and analysis,
and limited verification of evidence. Dr. Young stated that the local media may
not have adequate journalistic training in the coverage of historical sexual abuse
claims, it may lack resources, and media accountability mechanisms may be
limited in small communities.57 Dr.Young stated that there were exceptions to her
main findings, “but they were unfortunately few and far between.”58

Other important findings from the media study were as follows:59

1. The main information communicated to the public on the allegations of
historical abuse of young people in Cornwall was framed within a legal
context of ineffective policing.

2. The Cornwall Police Service and not other institutions—such as
Ministry of Correctional Services or the Catholic Church—became the
main media target for public complaint and critique over the period.
Other institutions and organizations, said Dr.Young, “should very well
have been asked a few more questions.”

3. The key voices and agenda setters in the media were government
officials (including MPP Garry Guzzo), the police (including Perry
Dunlop), victims, and citizens groups.

4. Issues were presented largely as event-centred news and there was a
lack of in-depth analysis, which limited the amount of meaningful
information available to the public. There was inadequate journalistic
rigour respecting government institutions and their roles regarding the
allegations of historical sexual abuse of young people in Cornwall.
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5. The geographic diffusion pattern shows that coverage of the allegations
originated largely in the local media, with sporadic coverage by regional
and national media. Regional media became interested in the Cornwall
issue in 1994. The national media became more interested in the
Cornwall issue in 1995, as a result of charges against Perry Dunlop
under the Police Services Act.

6. Peak coverage in the 1986–2004 period occurred in four years, which
corresponded with particular events:
a. media coverage in 1994 of the statement to police by complainant

David Silmser and the financial settlement;
b. initial calls for a public inquiry and Constable Perry Dunlop’s

resignation in 2000;
c. the Leduc trial and stay of proceedings in 2001; and
d. the end of Project Truth and charges against fifteen people on

115 counts of sexual abuse in 2002.
7. Media periodization of the incidence of historical abuse in the Cornwall

area was largely incorrect. Media coverage, for the most part,
constructed events around the allegations of David Silmser’s complaint
and subsequent financial settlement. This focus neglected the fact that
a priest in the Cornwall area, Father Gilles Deslauriers, had been
convicted in 1986 of historical sexual abuse involving incidents that
occurred in the 1970s. This is referred to in only a limited number of
media accounts and was not extensively followed up.

Dr. Young concluded her report with the following statement:60

In Cornwall, journalists barely scratched the surface and let one of
the largest stories in the community remain clouded in rumours and
allegations for more than two decades. It shows that best practices
journalism matters for accountability and the ability of citizens to make
sense of important issues in their community.

Media coverage of the Cornwall issue on the whole “lacked in-depth analysis”
and “verification and systematic sourcing.” In Dr. Young’s opinion, “[T]he
citizens of Cornwall could have been better served” had the media quality
been better.
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In my view, Dr. Mary Lynn Young provided valuable expert evidence on
media coverage from 1986 to 2004 of allegations of historical abuse of young
persons in the Cornwall area. Her analysis of print and broadcast reports provided
insight to the parties at the Inquiry and to members of the public on the quality
and quantity of information conveyed about allegations of historical sexual abuse
in this part of eastern Ontario.
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