
Two million fires – many
of which are preventable –
destroy buildings, valuable
equipment and most tragically,
lives each year. According
to the National Fire Protection
Association, thousands of
fires occur at worship centers
annually, costing
millions of dollars.

Thankfully, even with the
multiple – and seemingly
uncontrollable – causes
of fires, including arson,
lightning and faulty
wiring, there are practical
things you can do to
protect your building,
its contents and your
congregation from this
age-old danger.

Arson
According to the U.S.
Fire Administration,
573,000 fires resulting
from arson are reported
each year. Arson is the
No. 1 cause of fires at
worship centers in the
United States. Houses 
of worship are easy 
targets for arsonists since many 
are empty during much of the 
week (especially at night) and are
constructed of wood and furnished
with wooden pews, statues and
other highly flammable items.

Fortunately, the risk of arson can 
be greatly reduced by making a few
simple precautionary adjustments
to your building and the
surrounding area.

“In the event that someone does
manage to intentionally start a fire
on your property, the adjustments
you make now can make the 
difference between minor damage
and total destruction,” said Paul
Engel, firefighter/paramedic at Fire
Station 72 in Tempe, Ariz.

Visibility is key. The more your
building is visible to passersby and
patrolling officers, the safer your

building is from arson and other
crimes. Some suggestions for
increasing that visibility include
illuminating the building, keeping
shrubs and trees trimmed, making
sure that signs do not block the
view of the building, installing
security fences and enlisting the
help of others to keep an eye
on your facility.

Another way to reduce fires
being deliberately set is to keep
combustibles out of the reach of
would-be vandals.The Rev. Mark
Adams from the First United
Methodist Church in Edinburg,
Texas, and his congregation learned
this lesson the hard way.

In January 2001, the second floor 
of Adams’ building was demolished
when teachers inadvertently left

behind matches after
Sunday school. Though
the arsonist was not
caught, church officials
believe the matches
were used by a troubled
teen to set the building
ablaze.

“Since the fire, we’ve
requested that no one
use combustibles during
Sunday school,” Adams
said. “We’re also making
sure that our new
building is constructed
with 100 percent
noncombustible
materials, such as steel
and cinder blocks. It’s
more expensive but
well worth it.”

Lightning
“We heard paint cans

and other things blowing up,” said
Frank Shock, president of the
Windermere Baptist Conference
Center in Roach, Mo., when asked
how he learned about his electrical
storm fire.

Shortly after a thunderstorm, the
maintenance facility at Windermere
burned to the ground.

Prevention – the best way to
keep from getting burned
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“Fire was already coming through the roof by the time the firemen
arrived,” he said.

The lightning — another common cause of fire at worship centers —
came into the building via the electrical panel, which sparked and
ignited nearby paint cans and other combustibles.

“It’s important to have at least 36 inches of open space around
electrical panels so that if there is a short, sparks won’t hit anything
and ignite a fire,” said Engel.

“We now store paint in a confined room away from
electrical panels,” Shock said. “We also made sure to
install sprinklers and fire alarms in the new facility.” 

These types of fires also can be prevented by installing
lightning conduction systems and having them inspected
annually to make sure they are properly in place and
in good condition. (For more information on lightning
safety, see the Seasonal Spotlight section in the Summer
2002 Risk ReporterVol. 1, Issue 3, or visit
www.churchmutual.com.)

Combustibles
Due to celebrations throughout the year, particularly
during the holiday season, worship centers need to be
especially diligent about combustible decorations such
as candles, holiday lights, paper and cloth.

In 1999, the Potsdam Church of the Nazarene in
Potsdam, N.Y., fell victim to a fire following a service
on Christmas Eve.

“Hot wax from the advent candles used during the service – which we
made sure to blow out – ignited nearby plastic evergreen,” said Dean
Talcott, church member and retired state police trooper. “Two to three
hours later, a passerby reported a glow in the window.”

Although contained on a table, the fire was hot enough to damage the
ceiling lights, fixtures, carpet and pews.

“We had to completely rebuild the inside of the sanctuary,” Talcott said.

“Candles are a big fire hazard in churches,” said Engel, who’s been 
a firefighter for the city of Tempe for more than 10 years and a 
paramedic for three.“Palms, for instance, go up like matches. It 
can help to spray inflammable substances on greenery and other 
decorations to help reduce the risk of an uncontrolled fire.”

Another approach is to use electric advent candles, which is what the
Potsdam church has been using since the fire.

“We make sure to turn off the electric candles, as well as the sound
equipment, before we close the building,” Talcott said.

“When we do use real candles – which is rare now that we’re wary 
of using any flame – we place all of the candles in a bucket of water 
as soon as they’re blown out for added peace of mind,” he said.

Faulty Wiring
The electrical wiring in some worship centers – particularly older
buildings and those that predate the use of electricity – might not be
adequate to handle the electrical demands of modern conveniences,
such as air conditioning, organs and sound equipment.

If your building was built prior to 1970, it is a good idea to have the
wiring inspected by a professional electrician. There also are other
precautions you can take, such as:

• Checking the fuse box to be certain that the proper fuse size is used
for each circuit.

• Inspecting all electrical and extension cords and disposing of any
frayed, cracked or dried-out cords.

• Making sure all junction boxes, wall sockets and light switches are
properly covered.

“We find people using extension cords as long-term wiring for
lighting, appliances and sound equipment all the time,” Engel said.
“It just isn’t safe. Permanent wiring should be installed with proper
connections and a grounded junction box.”

Precautionary Measures
If a fire does occur at your worship center, there are several
precautions you can take to ensure your congregation’s most valuable

asset — its members — are able to reach safety in a
timely and efficient manner.

All exits should include lit exit signs, and doors should
open outward with no inside locks or fasteners.

“This is especially important in high-occupancy buildings
and on Sundays when there are many people in churches,”
Engel said. “You can also install panic hardware on doors
where all people have to do is push on the door
and it opens.” 

By law, public buildings must also have fire extinguishing
equipment. In addition to placing them in conspicuous
areas, church officials and members need to know how 
to use them so it’s a good idea to hold training sessions
for employees and volunteers in your congregation.

Codes for fire extinguishing equipment vary by location.
Consult your local fire department for local laws and
regulations. However, the general rule is having at least

one portable fire extinguisher within 75 feet of any location, with 
a minimum of one extinguisher on each level of the building.

“Make sure to have all fire extinguishers mounted at 3- to 5-feet
heights so that they are easily accessible for anyone needing to
use them,” Engel said. “It’s also important that extinguishers be
professionally serviced at least once a year to ensure they’re in
good working order.”

A key component to fire safety — and one that is often overlooked —
is ensuring that fire lanes at church entrances are open at all times.

“A common theme at churches, especially those in congested areas,
is a lack of parking so people sometimes park in fire lanes which is 
a really bad idea,” Engel said. “If there are cars blocking the entrance
to the church during a fire, we (the fire truck and paramedics/ 
firefighters) can neither get to the building to give injured people the
help they need nor control the fire.”

For more information about reducing the risk of fires to your place
of worship, contact your local fire department or the United States
Fire Administration at 800-238-3358 or www.usfa.fema.gov.You can
also contact your Church Mutual representative for a copy of the
Church Mutual Protection Series booklet and Fire Safety AtYour
Worship Center video.
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When thinking of crime
prevention, local law
enforcement, statewide
forces and the FBI come 
to mind. But which agency
enforces the federal laws
and regulations relating to
alcohol, tobacco products,
firearms, explosives and
arson? The correct answer
is the lesser-known Federal
Bureau of Alcohol,Tobacco
and Firearms (ATF).

With the ATF being the 
federal government’s 
explosion experts, it also 
is mandated to investigate
fires at all places of worship
working in partnership with
local and state agencies to
determine the origin. Risk
Reporter talked with Mark
D. Jones, branch chief of
the Arson & Explosives
Intelligence Branch, to
discuss the scope of the
ATF’s efforts.

Risk Reporter: Mark, the ATF is
really misnamed. It should include
something in the title having to do
with explosives and arson.

Mark D. Jones: It would make
explaining what I do a little
bit easier.

RR: What is it that you do?

M. Jones: The unit of the
ATF that I work with is the
explosives and arson unit,
which is charged with
investigating incidents dealing
with explosives and their
involvement with interstate
commerce.

RR: How do religious institutions
fall under your jurisdiction?

M. Jones: In 1995, there was 
a rash of incidents at religious
institutions, and the Justice
Department mandated the
formation of the Church Arson
Task Force, which stretched
across a number of federal
agencies.The ATF was asked to
participate, both in collecting 

data as well as 
in providing
investigatory
expertise.To this date, arsons,
the leading cause of fires at
religious institutions, are a top
priority of the bureau.

RR: How does the ATF
investigate church fires?

M. Jones: We treat all fires at
churches the same, regardless
of geography, religion, etc. If 
the loss was greater than
$1 million or there was a loss
of life, the incident garners
increased attention as do
special requests for assistance.
The first thing we look at is
whether or not we need to
send a team. Are there area
personnel qualified in the
identification of fire origin?
Once this is determined, the
ATF springs into action.

RR: What types of resources
does the ATF have at its
disposal?

M. Jones: The ATF
has what are called
Certified Fire
Investigator Special Agents
(CFI-SA), a highly trained 
ATF agent who goes through 
a very difficult two-year training
program, focusing on fire

science and
behavior as well
as building

construction and electrical
expertise.The goal for these
agents is to be able to walk
into a building that has
experienced a fire and make
an unequivocal determination
as to its cause and origin.

RR: Are CFI-SAs first on site?

M. Jones: Some of the CFI-SAs
are part of four National
Response Teams (NRT). These
teams also include explosive
enforcement officers, fire
protection engineers, forensic
chemists and an auditor.
When deemed necessary, an
NRT team is dispatched to a
site within 24 hours and joined
by one of ATF’s 33 NRT trucks.
The NRT trucks are incredible
pieces of equipment, housing
Global Positioning Equipment
and satellite capabilities as well
as a laboratory outfitted with

highly sophisticated
evidence-testing
equipment.

RR: How many 
incidents at houses of worship
has the ATF been involved
in since 1995?

M. Jones: Approximately
1,019 incidents, and these don’t 
account for what we call “acts
of God.”

RR: How does the ATF work
with other federal agencies?

M. Jones: We are a specialty
bureau that brings with it 
2,000 criminal investigators 
and another 2,000 regulatory
agents. The ATF is under the
U.S.Treasury Department and
has tax collection authority in
the areas of alcohol, tobacco
and firearms. The FBI, for
example, has 12,000 agents,
a much broader jurisdiction,
but only has four Evidence
Response Trucks nationwide.
The ATF has 33 trucks
because of our focus on
explosives/arson. Their scope 
is quite different, and you’ll find
that with the other agencies
and programs, whether it be
Federal Marshals or the DOJ,
we all strike a balance based
on their areas of focus.

RR: Do you have offices in
every state?

M. Jones: Yes, as well as
Bogotá, Colombia, Mexico and
Ottawa and Vancouver, Canada.

RR: Federal involvement with
anti-terrorism efforts has been
an issue as of late with
Homeland Security and
potential reorganization has
been discussed.Will this
affect the ATF?

M. Jones: It’s too early to tell.
We played a role in recovery
efforts last September, and
as an agency, we have the
experience in some of the
chosen tools of terrorists.
Although the FBI is in charge
of anti-terrorist activities in the
states, recent terrorism task
forces are looking for ways
to help federal agencies work
together. I think there are
changes on the horizon. As
far as I am concerned, when
explosives are discussed, we
should be around.

For more information on the
ATF or the Church Arson Task
Force, visit www.atf.treas.gov.

Winter can be a delightful season —
holiday festivities, cozy fireplaces
and snow-covered hills top the list.
However, amidst the seasonal joy,
the cold winter temperatures can 
be detrimental to your building and 
its pipes.Taking preventative measures
to protect your building’s plumbing
will circumvent the extensive damage
and financial reparations that freezing
pipes can cause.

When water freezes, it expands and
puts extreme pressure — up to a few
thousand pounds — on whatever
contains it, including metal or plastic
pipes. Despite the durability of a pipe’s
framework, expanding water can cause
it to break, producing damage to
individual rooms and entire buildings.

Although freezing pipes are often 
a common concern for those in cold
weather climates, buildings in warm
weather regions must be protected
from the same hazardous conditions.
Often overlooked in temperate
climates, the threat of freezing pipes
can cause critical damage due to 
pipes in vulnerable areas and lack 
of attention to potential cold fronts.

Clint McCullough, owner of
McCullough Plumbing in Madison,Wis.,
said that up until the last three years,
buildings were predominantly fitted
with copper or malleable galvanized
steel pipes with a welded seam.

“Under extreme cold temperatures,
these pipes can expand beyond their
capabilities, opening at the seam and,
in a worst-case scenario, rupturing,” 
he said.“This structural deficiency
proves to be a big concern for older
buildings such as historic churches and
other places of worship.” 

Warm weather areas should watch 
for temperatures that fall below the
threshold of 20 degrees Fahrenheit.
Although their cold climate 
counterparts might be insulated for
such circumstances, buildings in these
regions should be inspected for pipes 
in unheated portions of the structure,
as well as plumbing that could be 
subject to cold winds.

McCullough said the real 
danger is not when pipes
freeze but when they thaw.

“Most pipes can withstand
cold temperatures but not
the wind that blows on
them during inclement
weather,” he said.
“Blowing wind can
further aggravate
cracked pipes.When
warm weather thaws
the fractured pipes,
there is danger of
extensive damage.”

McCullough said
that the most
important areas
are water or drain
pipes that travel
through poorly heated areas such 
as cabinets, closets, corners and 
basements as well as those pipes against
outside walls. He suggested that cabinet
doors be kept open to allow warm air
to circulate and to pay particular 
attention to pipes near windows and
exposed areas.

Protecting outdoor pipes and outlets
also is important during cold winter
temperatures. Preventative measures
include removing all garden hoses from
their outlets, closing inside valves that
supply outdoor hose outlets and
draining the outside hose tap.

Lastly, if your building is unused for a
large portion of the week, shut off
water service and open all faucets to
drain the remaining water. Also, turn 
off electricity or gas to the water heater
and drain both the heater and softener.

“Turning off your water is an excellent
precaution for buildings that are
primarily vacant during the week,”
McCullough said. “It only takes a few
minutes to restore water service to a
building, and it could save thousands of
dollars in structural damage.”

For more information on preventing
freezing pipes, please contact your local
plumbing professional or your Church
Mutual representative to receive a copy
of our booklet Protecting Against Cold
Weather Damage and Energy Loss.

Bus driver
background
checks shouldn’t
be overlooked

June 2002–The law does not
require motor carriers to conduct

background checks on their drivers;
however, many still do and should. One example of when a background check
could have prevented tragedy is a recent fatal bus crash in Terrell,Texas. Bus
driver Ernest Carter, a contract employee, killed himself and four church youth
group passengers on their way to camp. Carter had a valid commercial driver’s
license despite his 17-year record of accidents, traffic violations and drunk 
driving convictions. Records showed that he was also convicted seven times for
failing to have insurance. Multiple traffic violations should be treated as a red flag
and investigated before allowing that person to drive your church vehicle. Only
your most capable drivers should be entrusted to operate your vehicles.

Source: The Dallas Morning News

Contaminated meat sours church supper
July 2002–Dozens of people fell ill after eating contaminated ham at a church
supper in Newport, Maine. About 130 pounds of warm ham was placed in a
refrigerator which raised the temperature inside and kept it above the optimal
level for several hours. As a result, 38 people were treated at a local hospital for
food poisoning, and all were eventually sent home.

Source: Portland Press Herald

Lightning strikes steeple of church 
August 2002–During the Sacred Heart of Jesus Church picnic in Dupont, Pa.,
lightning struck the church steeple causing an estimated $30,000 in damages.
Luckily, no one was hurt even as tiles flew into the parking lot.The church will
celebrate its 100th anniversary next June and hopes to rebuild the steeple in
the future.

Source: The Wilkes-Barre Times Leader

Insurers limit coverage for 15-passenger vans
August 2002–Due to the recent warning from the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration (NHTSA), many insurance companies have stopped or
have plans to stop writing policies covering 15-passenger vans.These steps have
been taken in an effort to provide ongoing good service to current customers
while at the same time subtly urging customers to reduce or eliminate the use
of 15-passenger vans for church outings. (See Spring 2002 Risk ReporterVol. 1,
Issue 2 or visit www.churchmutual.com.) Editor’s Note: At this time, Church Mutual
continues to offer coverage for 15-passenger vans but does recognize the safety
concerns the vehicles present.

Source: Best’s Insurance News

New light shed in confessional box
August 2002–In hopes to reduce the chances of sexual misconduct occurring
inside confessionals, Bishop Patrick J. McGrath has ordered all Catholic parishes
in the San Jose diocese to install windows, making confession visible but not
audible.The policy is the first of its kind in the nation. Although there is some
loss of privacy, the bishop says the recent sexual-abuse scandals demand that
parishioners feel safe while alone with clerics and that priests be protected
from false accusations.

Source: Contra Costa Times
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