
Risk Reporter: How often should a religious organization conduct
outdoor safety inspections?

M. Charron: Safety inspections should be conducted on several different levels.
First, a weekly inspection should check for general safety issues such as lighting
or debris. In addition, we recommend conducting biannual safety checks in the
spring and fall with the intention of looking for bigger concerns such as potholes
and sidewalk cracks, tree and shrub issues and other flaws that might develop
gradually and tend to be overlooked during weekly visits.

We also encourage a congregation volunteer inspect the property — having
someone unfamiliar with a particular site perform an inspection can provide
valuable insight.

Risk Reporter: What should property managers look for when
conducting an outdoor inspection?

M. Charron: Check all outdoor lighting and replace any
burnt-out bulbs immediately. In addition, check to see that
pavement markers are clear and concise. Also look for potholes
and sidewalks that are cracking and raising, and ensure that
handrails are intact and wheelchair ramps are clean and easily
accessible. It is crucial to address any potential issues and
repairs immediately.

Risk Reporter: What outdoor issues are most common? 

M. Charron: Generally, lighting problems are most common;
however, if bulbs are checked weekly and replaced as needed,
it should not become an issue.

Risk Reporter: Seasonal changes in temperatures increase the potential for raised and
cracked sidewalks. How should this problem be addressed?

M. Charron: The main objective is to mark any problem areas with visible signs,
brightly colored spray paint or cones to make your visitors and guests aware of
your concern for their safety. The next step is to schedule a repour or repavement
of the area as quickly as possible. Coordinate maintenance efforts and plan to
address any additional pothole or pavement issues at the same time.

Risk Reporter: What preventative measures do you recommend worship centers take to
ensure their property is safe?

M. Charron: The key to successful property management is being prepared and
organized. Have a plan in place to cover all aspects of safety, including indoor
areas, outdoor areas and other issues that could be a concern for your members
and guests. Know where your high-traffic areas are and monitor those areas more
often. A regular routine maintenance check and semiannual inspection should help
ensure a safe and enjoyable experience for all members and guests. 
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Similar to retail shopping

centers and condominiums,

religious organizations must

ensure the safety of their

members, guests and employees.

Routine inspections are essential

for places of worship to offer a

safe, comfortable experience.

The Risk Reporter spoke with Mike Charron,

property manager at The MEG Companies in

Londonderry, N.H. Charron has more than

15 years of experience in the property

management industry, having managed

apartment buildings, shopping malls and

condominiums. The MEG Companies is a

multifaceted professional asset management

firm specializing in real estate management,

commercial brokerage, project management

and consulting.
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Many religious organizations rely heavily on volunteer labor to assist with
general maintenance, remodeling and construction projects. However,
these projects often are associated with hazardous work that places
volunteers at risk for serious injury and congregations in jeopardy of
liability lawsuits. 

Before work begins, take steps to develop a volunteer program to help
manage and reduce the risks associated with volunteer labor.

Establish a volunteer coordinator
Annie Marsico, volunteer development coordinator for the Columbus,
Ohio, affiliate of Habitat for Humanity, believes proper supervision is
key for developing a safe and successful volunteer program. Marsico
urges congregations to assign at least one member to act as volunteer
labor coordinator.  

“The Columbus affiliate of Habitat for Humanity supervises a large number
of volunteers,” Marsico said. “Our office requires three full-time staff
members to manage the volunteers and projects.”

The volunteer coordinator is responsible for overseeing and
coordinating volunteer efforts, including managing projects and
enforcing safety guidelines.

If the volunteer effort is large enough, appoint project leaders or crew
leaders for specific areas of the congregation such as youth ministries,
food preparation and maintenance. Whenever possible, designate project
leaders with expertise in the area and ensure they have an understanding
of important safety issues.

“Habitat for Humanity designates a house lead for each volunteer project,”
Marsico said. “The house lead generally has the most experience in the
project area, is aware of specific safety concerns and is certified in first
aid and CPR.  Oftentimes, our house leads are retired construction
workers, general contractors or architects.”

Managing volunteer labor
within religious organizations

(See volunteer labor, page 2)





■ For more information on insurance coverage for volunteers,
please contact your Church Mutual Insurance Company
representative. Church Mutual also offers a free volunteer safety
video, Preventing Workplace Injuries is No Accident, available at
www.churchmutual.com; click on “Safety Resources.”
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Assess volunteer labor 
Before any work begins, it is important to assess each
potential project and determine if it is conducive to
volunteer labor. For example, large or complex
construction jobs generally require professional expertise.

Randy Bright, architect and owner of RW Bright Architects,
a company specializing in church building in Tulsa, Okla.,
encourages worship centers to leave electrical, plumbing
and architectural jobs to licensed professionals.

“These areas of construction are not only dangerous, but
the work also must meet strict guidelines and building
codes,” Bright said. “We also recommend a licensed
general contractor oversee building projects to provide
coordination and quality control.”

In addition, jobs that require work on roofs, using
ladders or scaffolding and using power tools are
inherently dangerous and require advanced training
and safety procedures.

“Habitat for Humanity mandates volunteers working with
power tools or working on roofs be at least 18 years old
and have expertise in the area,” Marsico said.  

“We utilize volunteers from the congregation for cleaning
and basic maintenance projects,” said Joy Powell, church
secretary and volunteer coordinator for West Side Church
of Christ in Lebanon, Ohio. “However, we do hire
professionals for jobs that require a certain level of
expertise such as painting the church ceilings.”  

Volunteer opportunities beyond those requiring physical
skill exist within worship centers.  

( volunteer labor )
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Pastor Dale Critchley of St. Paul’s Lutheran Church in
Delaware, Iowa, said even elderly and disabled
parishioners are an important component of his
congregation’s volunteer network.

“We have many people who cannot participate in physical
labor,” Pastor Critchley said. “However, they help by folding
weekly bulletins, making quilts for missions or collecting
and organizing supplies.”

Manage volunteers
Volunteer coordinators need to be cognizant of the varying
ages and abilities of potential volunteers and provide
guidance when necessary toward appropriate opportunities.  

“We strive to find a fit for every potential volunteer within
our organization,” Marsico said. “All volunteers are
required to attend an orientation seminar to educate them
on the expectations and physical requirements of
different volunteer opportunities. After the orientation
session, people select a volunteer assignment based on
their own limitations.

“During the orientation session, we also require volunteers
fill out a volunteer application containing emergency
contact information as well as sign a waiver protecting
Habitat for Humanity from liability issues,” Marsico said.  

In addition, Pastor Critchley recommends religious
organizations inquire about the medical coverage potential
volunteers carry. If a volunteer does not have independent
insurance available, it might be in the best interest of the
organization for the person to forego work on any activity
where injuries are common. 

Safety comes first when planning church festivals
With the winter blues melting away, a spring carnival might be on your congregation’s
agenda. When planning a festival at your facility, safety precautions and effective
supervision are necessary to have a successful event.

From dunk tanks to inflatables, renting
equipment for a festival is common to ensure fun
for all your members and guests. Howard
McMurrian, president of FunRent in Redmond,
Wash., recommends organizations follow general
rules and guidelines when using rental equipment.  

“For safety reasons, you should always have the
equipment company set up their products to

minimize risk,” McMurrian said. “The rental company is specifically trained to
secure equipment. Church personnel or volunteers should never attempt this
task themselves.” 

McMurrian suggests the following important safety guidelines:

■ Insist on adult supervision for equipment at all times. Multiple supervisors per
apparatus might be necessary based on the potential injury risk of the equipment.

■ Develop a list of safety guidelines reviewed annually with festival supervisors
and volunteers.

■ Make sure the equipment is age appropriate. For example, McMurrian does
not recommend interactive inflatables or anything that involves competition
with a young audience because many children are too young to understand
or follow rules.

■ Avoid using extension cords with inflatable equipment. Laws vary by state;
however, the federal government strongly discourages extension cord use with
this type of equipment, since it is known to cause overheating.

Ensure that all volunteers are familiar with safety rules and guidelines. Often,
during volunteer shifts, the first volunteer receives a good safety briefing, yet the
message is not properly relayed to the second volunteer. Post safety guidelines
specific to each activity at the equipment area. Also encourage volunteers to be
firm with children when enforcing rules.

“Safety comes first when it comes to festival equipment,” McMurrian said, “then
everyone can have fun and enjoy the event.”

Managing your risks

Worship centers are targeted
Knowing what you’re up against is key in
developing a strategy to take on any challenge.
In the fight against vandalism and arson, it’s
imperative that all religious organizations
realize there are people out there who want to
damage or destroy your facility just for kicks.

In early March, three college students were
arrested for setting fire to nine Alabama
churches. According to a court document, one
of the students said the fires were “a joke and
it got out of hand.” Five of those churches
were destroyed.

Earlier this year, in Wausau, Wisconsin,
vandals broke into a church and severely
damaged the antique pipe organ that the
sanctuary was built around. It appears that
nothing was stolen from the church. The main
goal, apparently, was to vandalize the organ.

Religious leaders might not want to admit it,
but worship centers are targeted by vandals
and arsonists for a variety of reasons — mainly
because most are unoccupied at night and
easy to access.

Most vandals and arsonists are opportunists,
so the No. 1 deterrent is to make it as difficult
as possible to gain entry to your facility. All of
your doors and windows should be locked
when the facility is unattended; this includes
interior office and closet doors. A quick
walk-through of your buildings should be
conducted at the end of each day to ensure
no one is hiding.

Adequate lighting also helps. All sides of the
exterior of your buildings and parking areas
should have lights. The use of motion-detector
lights also works well. On the inside, lighting
on sequential timers provides the appearance
that the building is occupied. Not only will the
lights deter access, it also will enable
neighbors and passersby to easily spot
unusual activity.

Establishing a neighborhood watch program
and requesting patrol by your local law
enforcement agency also are effective.

■ For more information on preventing
vandalism and arson at your worship center, go
to www.churchmutual.com and select “Safety
Resources” to review and order Church Mutual’s
free booklets and videos.
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