
When you think of driving in
winter weather, images of a fresh
foot of snow clogging traffic in
Buffalo, N.Y., or blowing, blinding
snow halting traffic in Minnesota
usually come to mind.

Residents in the snowbelt are
accustomed to poor winter
driving conditions. Prudent 
drivers prepare for it and take
the necessary steps to keep
travel safe. However, people 
living in warmer climates also
can face the unexpected such 
as the unpredicted ice storm
that turned Atlanta, Ga., into a
winter wonderland during the
Super Bowl in January 2000,
which resulted in widespread
transportation accidents for
Georgians and visitors alike.

Fortunately, you can keep 
yourself, as well as the people
you rely on to drive your con-
gregation’s vehicles, safe with a
little training and preparation.

Practice makes perfect
One of the best ways to learn
the art of safe driving in adverse
weather is to practice doing it.

“People should think about 
driving as a sport,” said Mark
Cox, director of the Bridgestone
Winter Driving School,
Steamboat Springs, Colo.
“People don’t think twice about 
taking golfing or skiing lessons;
however, they neglect to take
lessons in the sport that can
save their life.” 

Whether it’s receiving formal
instruction at a driving school or
simply learning from a more
experienced driver, it’s essential
for drivers to know how to 
handle a vehicle, especially in

treacherous
weather 
conditions.

“Safe driving
requires the
same 
techniques,”
Cox said,
“whether
you’re driving
on ice, snow,
gravel, dirt or
wet pavement.” 

Plan ahead
When 
conditions
deteriorate,
drivers must 
be able to
focus on 
driving — not
automotive problems.
Therefore, it’s important to have
a mechanic check and maintain
the following on each of your
organization’s vehicles, especially
during the winter season:

• Antifreeze/coolant
• Battery
• Ignition system
• Thermostat
• Flashing hazard lights
• Exhaust system
• Defroster
• Shocks and struts 

And be sure the heater, brakes,
lights and windshield wipers 
and washers are in good 
working order.

Undoubtedly, tires are essential
for good vehicle handling during
any driving conditions, but they
are even more important during
inclement weather. Not only is it
important to install high-quality
tires with adequate tread 

(all-weather radials are usually
appropriate for most conditions),
it’s essential to make sure the
tires on your vehicle are in good
condition and properly inflated.
Both over- and under-inflated
tires can reduce the gripping
action of the tread because the
tires will not meet the road 
surface as designed.

Check weather 
conditions
Before leaving on a trip — and
while en route during the winter
months — encourage your staff
or volunteers to check the
weather conditions on the radio,
television or by calling your
state’s highway patrol or the
Department of Transportation’s 
toll-free highway conditions line.

“Simply don’t travel if you don’t
have to when conditions are 
questionable,” said Michael Bie,

With a little foresight and preparation, winter
driving can be a safe, enjoyable experience 
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Better to be safe than sorry
In the event that you or one of your staff or volunteers
become stranded during a winter snow or ice storm, it’s 
a good idea to have your vehicle packed with the 
following items:

• Blankets, extra layers of warm clothing, gloves and a 
head covering.

• Nonperishable food (i.e., candy bars or dried fruit) 
and water.

• Flashlight and a new set of batteries.

• Cellular phone, CB radio or change or a calling card 
for a public telephone.

• First-aid kit and a small, basic tool kit.

• Jumper cables, tow rope and warning devices (i.e.,
flares, battery-powered flashers or reflective triangle).

• Bag of sand, cat litter or an old rug for traction.

• Extra windshield fluid, windshield scraper and brush.

oftentimes polished by previous traffic or covered by a thin layer 

of water concealing melting ice underneath.

At dusk or the onset of a winter storm, take notice of areas of the road
that don’t get direct sun and expect isolated icy spots there as well.

“Read the terrain,” Cox said. “Roads shaded by trees, buildings and
other large objects freeze first.”

If you hit a patch of ice, stay off your brakes but take your foot off
the gas pedal to decelerate slowly, holding the car straight and
steady as you go over the ice.

Adverse road conditions also require more time and room to
respond. According to AAA Wisconsin, the leading cause of traffic
accidents on icy roads occurs when drivers follow other vehicles
too closely.

“People tend to forget that stopping distance increases in snowy or
icy conditions,” Bie said. “Normal following distance should be at
least doubled when conditions are winter-like.” 

And if someone is following too closely behind your vehicle, don’t
speed up; slow down and let them go around you.

Anticipate difficult situations
According to Bridgestone Winter Driving School, studies have
shown that 80 percent of all accidents could be prevented if drivers
had one more second to react.

“The key to safe driving is to identify problems before you become
involved,” Cox said. Be more alert to the actions of other drivers.
Be ready for hidden lane markings, stalled cars and poor visibility.

“A good driver will look at the conditions and respond 
accordingly,” Cox said. “If you have to react, it’s too late — 
you’ve already made a mistake.”

spokesman for AAA Wisconsin. However, if you are forced to travel
in poor weather or if a storm hits while you are traveling, here are
some tips.

Slow down
“If I could give any one piece of advice for safe driving during a 
winter storm, it would be to slow down,” Bie said. “A high 
percentage of crashes can be attributed to excessive speed,
which exacerbates the situation when the weather turns bad.” 

Speed limits are set for ideal road and weather conditions.
Decreasing your speed during a storm will allow more time 
to respond when a difficult situation arises.

“Adjust your speed to the conditions, and remember there’s a lot
more to factor in than just the ice or snow,” Cox said. “The type 
of vehicle you’re driving, the tires on your vehicle, traffic, the surface
conditions and your ability as a driver are all contributing elements.
You have to be able to adapt.”

Driving on ice
Even small accumulations of ice might cause extreme hazards 
to motorists.

“Be aware of subtle changes in the conditions,” Cox said. During
the winter months, drivers can encounter different driving surfaces
on every city block and mile of highway — even if there is no
storm in sight.

Ice and snow can melt as the temperature rises during the day,
only to refreeze as glazed ice when temperatures dip below 
freezing again.

“Remember that bridges and overpasses become icy before other
road surfaces,” Bie said. These areas are not only likely to form ice
first, they can also be the most slippery because the ice surface is

Traveling on ice and snow can be less
hazardous with a little preparation and training.
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To request Church Mutual’s The Road To Safer Transportation booklet,
transportation safety video and a driver’s checklist, contact your
regional representative at 800-554-2642 and select Option “1” when
prompted, send an e-mail to dneubauer@churchmutual.com or mail
your request to: Corporate Communications, 3000 Schuster Lane,
P.O. Box 357, Merrill, WI 54452-0357. You can also order the video
online at: www.churchmutual.com/safety. For information on the
Bridgestone Winter Driving School, call 800-WHY-SKID.



Although taking down holiday 
decorations doesn’t seem like an
extension of the natural holiday
cheer, the disappointment of 
opening boxes and finding damaged
ornaments is a poor start to next
year’s holiday season.

“Oftentimes, holiday decorations
are quite rare with immeasurable
sentimental or great financial
value,” said Don Schmitt, divisional
merchandise manager and vice
president of Trim-a-Tree at one of
the Midwest’s largest holiday 
decoration retailers, Milwaukee-
based Carson Pirie Scott & Co.

Schmitt believes there are three
key words in ornament care:
wrapping, packaging and storage.

The first step in wrapping 
ornaments that is often over-
looked is to remove the hooks.

“While leaving hooks on can 
save time, they can also cause 
irreparable scratches or punctures
to the surface of the attached
ornament as well as harm to
other ornaments,” Schmitt said.
“When holiday lights are lit,
these scratches can become 
quite noticeable.”

Each ornament should be 
individually wrapped in acid-free
tissue, available at art supply stores
and many specialty holiday retailers.

Although newspaper and regular
tissue paper are often used, there
is a real risk of color bleeding
onto the ornament, particularly 
as the moisture levels of storage
areas change.

“Be generous in using protective
filler in boxes,” Schmitt said.
“Placing a layer of a foam-

based product or acid-free tissue
on the bottom of the box is very
important as it tends to absorb
weight while being in contact 
with various surfaces. Also, look 
to minimize free space by making
sure boxes aren’t packed too
tightly or too loosely.” 

Once the ornaments are safely
stored in the box, clearly label all
visible sides, since it is unlikely 
that the same person will be 
placing and then removing the
boxes from storage.

“Ornament protection doesn’t
end with a carefully packed box —
the care taken in storing ornaments
is essential,” Schmitt said.“Find a
storage area that doesn’t have
excessive moisture and isn’t near
direct heat. It is also important 
to find an area that maintains 
consistent temperature.”

Keeping packaged boxes off the
ground is key. Also, make sure
they aren’t in heavy-traffic areas
where there is greater risk of
being bumped or knocked over.

Finally, Schmitt recommends 
keeping an updated inventory 
of ornaments as well as key 
decorations.

“In case of an accident or theft,
having an updated inventory will
help expedite the insurance
process,” he said.

“Keeping keepsakes safe does 
take extra time, but it certainly
outweighs the disappointment
brought on by destroyed or 
damaged sentimental or valuable
items,” Schmitt said. “Ornament
care is about making sure that 
the enjoyment of holiday 
decorations is guaranteed by
remembering to wrap, package
and store appropriately.”

Keep in mind
proper care 
with holiday
keepsakes

National campaign pushes for ethical driving
November 2002 — An organization of religious groups and leaders are
conducting a national campaign titled “What would Jesus drive?” urging
consumers and automakers to think carefully about the automobiles
they choose. The transportation campaign advocates the idea that Jesus
would want followers to drive the most efficient, least harmful, adequate
vehicle possible and will educate congregations nationwide on the ideas
of electric automobiles, fuel conservation and public transportation.

Source: Episcopal News Service

Church ministers entitled to unemployment
November 2002 — The Oregon Supreme Court ruled on Oct. 24
that church ministers are entitled to collect unemployment benefits.
Previously, it had been unclear whether requiring a church to provide
these benefits infringed on ministers’ First Amendment rights to free
exercise of religion. However, the court found that compliance with
civil laws of unemployment does not affect the freedom of religion.

Source: National Association of Church Business Administration

Experts advise cautious approach to investments
October 2002 — Pastors and members alike should be aware of a
growing nationwide trend in affinity fraud. Individuals committing this
type of fraud attempt to acquire money and investments from 
unsuspecting individuals by gaining trust through claiming association
with a church or religious organization. Experts advise individuals to
be cautious when entering into unfamiliar investments.

Source: Rocky Mountain News

Places of worship prohibited in residential areas
October 2002 — The Third U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that
towns may legally prohibit establishing church buildings in residential
areas based on the possibility that noise and traffic may pose problems.
The ruling came after the panel’s decision that residential and religious
uses of land are not in the same interest. The court decided that as
places of worship grow in popularity, they are becoming areas of 
constant activity, interfering with the idea that residential areas should
be “a place of quiet seclusion.” However, a recent USA Today article
found that more than 50 churches have already filed lawsuits against the
ruling, arguing the First Amendment protects their religious freedom.

Source: Christianity Today
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The end of the holiday 
season is a time to reflect
on the wonderful memories
made with friends and 
family and to look forward
to a new year of many
more celebrations.The
beginning of the new year
also brings the task of 
safely disassembling the
myriad outdoor seasonal
decorations that adorn your
place of worship.Whether
your institution uses just a
few strands of lights or has
large-scale decorative efforts,
it is important to take basic
safety precautions when
completing post-holiday 
outdoor projects.

No one knows outdoor 
seasonal lighting and 
trimming better than
Hargrove Inc., a prominent
special events company
based in Lanham, Md., that
provides decorating services
for the annual Pageant of
Peace held in December on
The Ellipse in Washington,
D.C.This event includes
adornment of the 50-foot
National Christmas Tree
and the Pathway of Peace
— the surrounding area
that consists of 56 smaller
trees representing the
states, District of Columbia
and five U.S. territories.
Risk Reporter talked with
Ken Bisch, director of 
project management at
Hargrove and 20-year 
veteran of the National
Christmas Tree project,
regarding safety precautions
when disassembling 
outdoor decorations at 
your religious institution.

Risk Reporter:
What is the most 
important preventative
measure when taking down
outdoor decorations?
K. Bisch: Promoting an
awareness of the work
environment is the most
essential safety precaution
to take during any stage
of an outdoor decorating
project. Simply knowing
and understanding what
is going on in the work
area is the best way to
prevent accidents.Working
outside in a public area
presents many external
factors such as weather
conditions and previously
scheduled special events.
Awareness is a major
point of discussion 
within that course.
RR: Do you have safety
tips regarding the actual
removal of either large- 
or small-scale 
outdoor 
decorations?
KB: Regardless of the
scope of your outdoor
decorations, using 
equipment safely is very
important when taking
down seasonal items
often placed high on
buildings or trees. If 
using a ladder, make 
sure it is in proper 
working condition, on
stable ground and that
another person is there
to provide assistance.
Once on the ladder,
never reach out of your
safety “comfort zone,” as
it may create imbalance.
If using a bucket truck or
similar large vehicle, make
sure to wear an approved
safety harness and station
a person on the
ground to watch
for unanticipated
hazards.Whether
working with paid
employees or volunteers
or large- or small-scale 
projects, basic equipment 

safety is vital  
to accident 

prevention.
RR: Outdoor holiday 
decorations often include
lights — do you have any
special advice for handling
seasonal lighting?
KB: It is very important
to make sure that electrical
power is turned off when
working on holiday 
decorations that involve
lights.This will limit the
potential for electrical
shocks, fire or damage
due to faulty connections.
Likewise, it is prudent to
check the state of lighting
decorations after removal.
If you use the same lighting
each year, it is important
to discard decorations
with worn or frayed 
electrical cords, damaged
plugs or loose connections.

In addition, if
bulbs are 
missing or

burned out,
replace them to prevent
electricity drainage and
bulb dimness during the
next usage.
RR: How do you 
prevent people from 
making potentially 
dangerous mistakes?
KB: It is very helpful 
to have the same team 
complete both the
assembly and disassembly
of outdoor decorations.
We actually use a small
crew — typically about
four people — and we
have each crew member
work in the exact same
location on both ends of
the project.This ensures
that they have complete
familiarity with the 

placement of
the decorations
as well as the

potential risks
involved. In addition, we
restrict access to the
project area and electrical
power source in an attempt

to curtail unexpected
mishaps.We set up a 
protective barrier, keeping
onlookers from entering
the site, plus we appoint
a licensed electrician to
be the only person who
manages the power
source.
RR: Are there any 
suggestions you have for
those who supervise these
types of projects?
KB: It really comes back
to awareness — take into
account all factors that
may affect your team’s
ability to complete the
job safely so that you are
prepared to deal with
outside influences. For
example, we take time at
the beginning of each day
of the project to explain
any unusual hazards, such
as nails, complex wiring,
difficult-to-reach spots and
specialty equipment, to the
work crew.These extra
steps help ensure that
your project is completed
according to plan without
damage or injury.
RR: Can you offer any 
recommendations for
approaching outdoor 
seasonal projects before
next year’s holiday season?
KB: Before decoration
begins, we gather a 
planning committee 
that includes a project
manager, licensed 
electrician, lighting
designer and insurance
representative.This helps
us to define and plan for
potential problems that
might arise during the
assembly and disassembly
of the more than 200,000
lights and ornaments
used each year on the
main tree. It also ensures
that all of us have the
same expectations
regarding both design and
safety and that we can
prepare solutions for
prospective difficulties.

A PERSPECTIVE

Ken Bisch
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