
More than 10 million people 
will be moving to temporary
housing this summer — that is,
summer camp. And that number
has been rising 8 percent to
10 percent annually since 1992
according to the American
Camping Association (ACA).

There are numerous benefits
children and young adults gain
from the camping experience 
including increasing their 
self-reliance, independence 
and self-esteem. The religious
community has long considered
camping to be one of the most
effective mediums for impacting
lives, building character and
enhancing spirituality among
people of all ages across all
denominations.

However, the camp alone
doesn’t make such a profound
impact on youth. Rather, it’s
the adult leaders — also
known as camp counselors —
who make the difference.

Counselors are the key 
to ensuring the safety and
enjoyment of the camp
experience. That’s why it 
is essential for religious
organizations to choose
counselors who have the skills
needed to help care for the
children entrusted to them.

“Sometimes it’s difficult for
churches to find counselors
who personally know the 
kids going to camp,” said 
Gary Williams, administrative
director at Hume Lake
Christian Camps in Hume,
Calif. “However, if they can 
find someone, such as a parent

or grandparent who has a
personal interest in the lives 
of those kids, it helps to reduce
risk a whole bunch.” 

Todd Jagodzinski, senior
underwriter for camp and
conference facilities at Church
Mutual Insurance Company,
recommends doing background
checks on new counselors.

“It’s a way for an organization
to better protect itself,” he said.
“Spending a little money upfront
(by doing a background check)
offers a lot of ‘preventative
medicine’ in return.”

Although requirements might
vary from camp to camp,
the younger the children 
are, the greater number of
counselors are generally
needed. Typically, one
counselor is required for
every six campers ages 6 to
8, for every eight campers
ages 9 to 14 and for every 
10 campers ages 15 to 18.

Hume Lake, which has nearly
2,000 campers per session and
spans more than 356 acres,
sections off the younger
campers and mandates live-in
counselors.

“The younger the campers 
are, the more protective we
become,” Williams said. “For
example, counselors for the 8-
to 11-year-old groups actually
live with them, eating every
meal and sleeping in the same
area with the kids. They’re like
‘mother hens,’ keeping the kids
safe and corralled together.”

Counselor roles

“It’s imperative that counselors
understand that the kids in their
care are someone’s precious
treasure,” said Johnie Moore,
youth ministries manager at
Hume Lake. “Counselors must
behave as adults. They’re not
there for their own vacation.” 

Most camps require medical
release forms which include

Counselors hold key to providing a safe, 
enjoyable camping experience
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With more than 12,000 camps nationwide, finding a camp
which will provide your youth groups with physical, emotional
and spiritual challenges and opportunities, while in a safe
setting, can be overwhelming. Here are some things to look 
for in a camp:
• Accreditation by a professional organization such as the

American Camping Association (ACA). The ACA accredits
all types of camps based on 300 standards for health,
safety and program quality.

• Individual accreditation for high ropes and other challenge
courses by an organization such as the Association for
Challenge Course Technology (ACCT).

• Waterfront staff with up-to-date lifeguard certification 
and first-aid and CPR training by the American Red Cross
or similar organization.

• A camp staff (i.e., directors, security personnel, etc.) that 
is genuinely interested in the campers. The staff should 
have first-aid certification as approved by your state’s
Department of Health and Family Services or similar
department.

• Established procedure for emergency situations such 
as how to deal with an accident, a missing camper or 
a weather emergency.

• On-site medical personnel.

Counselors are the key to ensuring the safety and enjoyment of the
camp experience.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

For more information about camping safety, visit the ACA

Web site at: www.acacamps.org or call 765-342-8456. You

also can click on www.churchmutual.com or contact your

Church Mutual representative for a free copy of the Church

Mutual Protection Series booklet, Make Your Camping

Activities Safer.

each child’s health history, current health conditions,
immunizations, allergies, emergency contact information, etc. It is
the counselor’s job to review the forms prior to arriving at camp.

“Counselors should be familiar with the students, their
medical release forms and what’s going on in their lives,”
Moore said. “Then, if something happens, they’ll
know best what steps to take in an emergency
and how to get the right people involved.”

Although camper safety is a counselor’s No. 1
goal, they also inherently become role models for
the campers. By following the camp’s rules, being
kind and considerate to others and wearing the
required protective equipment — proper
footwear, life jackets and required helmets and
padding — counselors can lead by example,
thereby encouraging camper safety.

For everyone’s protection, Moore also
recommends adopting three liability rules for
counselors — or anyone in a counseling role
— to abide by when interacting with kids.

“One, keep an open-door policy. Literally keep
the door open when you’re talking with anyone
in a room,” he said. “Two, only do same-gender
counseling, and three, make sure that there is always an odd
number of people so that there are no one-on-one meetings.”
Following these three rules will not only protect both the child
and counselor, it also will ward off potential misunderstandings.

Identifying risk

Upon arrival at camp, counselors should invest some time
identifying where campers might get injured.“We ask the

counselors to ‘own’ their area,” Moore said. “Counselors should
be aware of any potential injury ‘hot spots.’” An example is 
noting terrain that doesn’t allow for night games and then making
sure that area is avoided during nighttime activities.

Many camps offer swimming, boating, horseback riding, arts and
crafts, sports events and high ropes courses,
just to name a few. Each of these activities
presents a certain degree of risk to campers
where they can hurt themselves, be hurt by
objects or by other people handling equipment.

It is the counselor’s job to help campers
understand the risks involved when
participating in any activity as well as what
they can do to increase their safety. Or they
can help campers decide not to participate
in an activity.

Tom Cornford, program director at Hume
Lake, recommends telling parents about
scheduled activities at camp. Parents should
also be provided with written safety rules
and procedures.

Accidents do happen

“When something does happen, be as open and honest with
regards to communication as possible,” Moore said. “Make sure
parents are notified right away since their first priority is to
know that their children are safe.”

“After all, you can’t avoid accidents — that’s why they’re 
called ‘accidents,’” Cornford said. “Just keep your head and 
think activities through beforehand, and you should be in 
good shape.”

Some camp activities require
extra precautions including:
• Hiking, mountaineering, rock

climbing and rappelling
• High ropes, zip lines, climbing

towers or other challenge
courses

• Horseback and go-cart riding
• Archery, riflery and paintball
• Pool, waterfront and

watercraft activities
• Skateboarding
Note: Some activities may be
considered unsafe. Always contact
your insurance representative
prior to implementing new and
questionable activities.
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