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RiskReporter
The mission: possible
Prep work key to safe missionary trips

Mission trips are exciting. Congregation members build relationships, 
strengthen their spirituality and help those in need. In the wake of the 
excitement, however, it can be easy to overlook necessary logistic  
preparations.

More frequently than is perhaps acknowledged, travelers are injured, abused 
or even killed while on a mission trip. These incidents are heartbreaking 
for families, difficult for communities and potentially devastating for 
congregations.

Although not every mishap can be prevented, there are ways to make your 
mission trip as safe as possible.

Do your homework
One of the primary ways to keep your traveling missionaries safe while abroad 
is to do thorough research and training before they leave home. 

“The first step in preventing security issues from arising during a mission trip is 
to do proper pretravel research on the area you plan to visit,” said Brian Webb, 
owner of In His Service (IHS) Training, an organization that provides safety and 
security trainings for mission trips and missionary organizations. “The first place  
I usually go is the U.S. Department of State website, www.travel.state.gov.”

Overseas Security Advisory Council, www.OSAC.gov, also offers a wealth of 
free information. Mission workers also should do a general Internet search  
for security issues in the towns, provinces and neighborhoods that they plan  
to visit.

“If you discover a serious issue while doing your research, adjust your plans,” 
Webb said. While working with a group traveling to Honduras, for example,  
the travelers discovered that American women had repeatedly had their  
purses snatched. 

“Something like this is a simple fix,” Webb said. “Have the women leave  
their purses at home and have the men in the group carry (the women’s) 
money and travel documents while traveling in these areas.”

“Travelers also should create a good emergency plan,” Webb said.  
“This plan needs to be a physical document that travelers have with  
them at all times. It states what to do and where to go should  
something happen, even if the group is separated.” 

(See The mission, Page 2)
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n For more information about mission trip safety, visit  
www.churchmutual.com, click on “Safety Resources”  
and then “Activity Safety.”

Common sense and intuition 
Pastor Jeremy Scott of Memorial Baptist Church in Verona, 
Wisconsin, emphasizes the importance of research before 
every trip he leads. Once his missionaries are on the ground, 
however, common sense and intuition are key. 

“Common sense is probably the best preventive step to 
keep travelers safe,” Scott said. “Staying in groups, not 
wandering away from the leader of the trip and not flashing 
expensive jewelry or money are all common sense.”

Scott also advises travelers to minimize free time. The 
safest trips have a clear itinerary each day, he said. Sticking 
to a plan means less time for improvised, potentially 
dangerous activities. 

“Similarly, listening to the host is key to staying safe while 
on-site during a mission trip,” Scott said. “The host knows 
his or her country, city, town or village. They know where  
to go and where not to go. Listen to them.” 

“In general, trust your intuition,” Webb said. “If something 
doesn’t feel right, don’t wait to figure out what it is; move 
someplace secure.”

Know your legal responsibility
“Mission pastors and leadership teams have a legal 
responsibility to properly train their mission teams,”  
Webb said.

Most do a great job with the spiritual training, and that’s an 
important part of preparation for any mission trip. However, 

churches often don’t even consider that they can be held 
legally liable should something go wrong on a mission trip 
that they are sponsoring. 

“There are three key things that every organization must 
provide and document for each person it sends on a 
mission trip,” Webb said. 

n  Security. This is specific to each location mission workers 
travel.

n  Adequate warnings. You must document that everyone 
traveling on the trip was made aware of the official state 
department travel warnings along with any specific local 
warnings.

n  Proper preparation and training. A 15-minute security 
briefing when you arrive is not acceptable. Leaders of 
well-prepared trips spend an entire day or weekend 
preparing for safety concerns.

“If something goes wrong during the trip,” Webb said, 
“the organization will be found negligent and liable 
should a lawsuit be filed and they are not able to show 
documentation that they have covered these three areas.”

To avoid potential problems, keep thorough, clear records 
of all mission trip planning and coordination and react swiftly 
if anything goes wrong during the trip.  

Health considerations
As has been ardently covered in the press, an outbreak of 
Ebola has been ongoing in West Africa since March 2014. 
The contagious virus currently has no cure and has generated 
fear around the world. Groups are canceling trips to Liberia, 
Guinea and Sierra Leone as advised by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, or CDC. 

Check the CDC’s website for the latest information if you are 
unsure about health concerns in a region. Best judgment must 
be used in considering the effectiveness of sending volunteers 
into an area.

Mission trip participants should take along plenty of doctor-
prescribed medications to last them throughout their trip. 
Trying to refill a prescription in a foreign country can be 
challenging. In addition, quality and strength of ingredients 
contained in medications purchased in foreign countries can 
differ from what is prescribed in the U.S.

The CDC has outlined best practices for working in potentially 
dangerous regions and recommends, among other 
considerations, that organizations:

n  Provide education. Each person on a trip should be 
thoroughly educated on how diseases/viruses in the area  
are spread, signs and symptoms of disease, the proper  
use of protective equipment, procedures for reporting 
exposure, etc.

n  Require health screenings. Employees and volunteers 
should complete predeployment screenings and 
vaccinations. 

n  Develop a return plan. Travel restrictions might be 
established at any time and could impact return travel. 

For a full list of health considerations, visit www.cdc.gov. 
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n Visit www.churchmutual.com and click on “Safety Resources” 
and then “Mission Trips” for more information about mission 
trips and international travel insurance for your ministry.
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Don’t let hazardous materials 
go down the drain
Safe disposal of hazardous materials is 
essential when it comes to personal injury, 
property damage or harm to the environment. 
In most areas around the country, it is illegal 
to dispose of hazardous materials in the trash, 
down storm drains or onto the ground.

Some jobs at places of worship might require 
employees to use products containing 
hazardous components, and there could be 
long forgotten, leftover hazardous materials 
sitting in storage closets. 

Several types of hazardous materials need to 
be analyzed to determine how to properly 
dispose of them. Typical examples include 
paints, cleaners, stains and varnishes, 
batteries, motor oils, fuels, fluorescent tubes, 
needles/syringes and pesticides.

Chemicals flushed down drains, poured onto 
the ground or washed down storm drains can 
poison lakes, rivers and streams, and 
contaminate soil. Hazardous materials thrown 
into trash cans and then placed in landfills can 
seep into the ground and contaminate soil 
and sources of drinking water. Damaging 
effects caused by improperly disposed of 
hazardous materials have the potential to 
significantly impact the health of people, 
plants and animals.

Consult with your local government to 
determine how to properly dispose of 
hazardous materials generated by your place 
of worship. Most local governments provide 
hazardous material collection sites that accept 
specific materials, and they have the expertise 
to safely process and dispose of those items.  

Make sure your organization has procedures in 
place for safely disposing of used hazardous 
materials. Also, double-check to verify that 
disposal procedures are followed. By doing 
so, you will help reduce potential health and 
safety issues involving employees, members, 
guests, animals and the environment.  

Edward A. Steele  
Risk Control Manager

Managing Your Risks

WinterSeasonalSpotlight

n Visit www.churchmutual.com/videos to view Prevent Frozen Pipes, which can help you 
avoid the expense and hassle of a frozen or burst pipe.

Churches in every area at risk for frozen pipes
With “The Old Farmer’s Almanac” predicting record-breaking cold — and more than 
1,000 frozen pipe claims in just two weeks from Church Mutual customers in 2014 — 
we have three words of advice for churches everywhere: Protect your pipes. 

Even if you’re situated outside of areas that are traditionally considered “cold,”  
last year proved you’re still at risk. 

Mind the gaps. “Follow your pipes,” said Paul Abrams, a spokesperson for  
Roto-Rooter ®. “Seal up cracks or gaps in outside walls and foundations and check 
windows, doors, outlets and other penetration points.”

Turn off outside water sources and drain. “Drain your outside pipes — otherwise 
they can freeze just like a charged system,” Abrams said.  

Check your heating and have reliable backup power. Make sure vents function 
properly, especially in areas with water pipes or “wet” fire sprinkler pipes. If power 
outages are common, install a generator. Keep the temperature at 55 degrees or 
higher.

Pay attention to pipes in unheated areas, attics, basements, crawl spaces, 
exterior walls and sprinkler systems. These pipes are at extra risk. Pipe insulation 
and heat cables, which have an embedded heat element, can help but work with  
an experienced plumber. “Cables (near) wood or plastic can be a fire hazard,”  
Abrams said. 

Work with your fire sprinkler contractor to winterize your system properly. If you 
need to drain a sprinkler system in an unheated area, notify your Church Mutual 
representative beforehand, so a potential claim does not get denied. 

Steps to take during extreme cold
Expose concealed pipes to warm air. Use a properly located space heater,  
open a cabinet or remove ceiling tiles. Check local fire codes before removing tiles.

Turn the heat up — even at night. Avoiding a frozen or burst pipe is worth the 
extra energy cost.

Run a trickle of water in every sink. Even a limited flow will help keep pipes from 
freezing.

What to do if pipes freeze or burst. No or very little water flow? Your pipes are 
frozen. “Open your faucets to relieve pressure and turn off the main that leads to  
this pipe — every staff member should know how,” Abrams said. “Don’t use an  
open flame to thaw your pipe — it’s a fire risk.” 

And if the pipes burst? Turn off the water, call the plumber and alert your insurance 
company.
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Every church wants to do all it can to protect 

its congregation and staff members in the 

event of a disaster. Recognizing that many 

organizations struggle with disaster 

preparation, the St. Louis Area Chapter of the 

American Red Cross® created Ready Rating™.  

The program includes an 

assessment tool backed 

by a variety of disaster 

planning resources.  

Risk Reporter discussed  

the program with  

Tom Heneghan, senior product manager  

of business continuity programs for the 

American Red Cross. To learn more about 

Ready Rating, visit www.readyrating.org.

Risk Reporter: Tell us about the program and how it works. 
Tom Heneghan: Disaster preparedness is like healthy eating. You know you 
should do it, but you don’t always know where to start, and it’s hard to follow 
through. Ready Rating delivers the tools you need to do both. The program’s 
focus is assessment. It provides a snapshot of your present state and includes 
tools to evaluate and address problem areas. And it’s not a one-time thing. To 
continue being a Ready Rating member, you have to improve your score by at 
least one point (out of 123) each year.

Risk Reporter: Walk us through the steps.
Heneghan: First, create a team and conduct an assessment. Include people from 
core areas, such as facilities and maintenance, office staff, administration and 
volunteers. Empower these people to get insights from key stakeholders so you 
have an accurate understanding of where you are in the preparedness process. 

The assessment goes pretty quickly. There are 79 questions, but many of them 
have a simple “yes” or “no” answer. The process usually takes an hour or two. 
Next, assess your vulnerability. What weak points did you discover? What are 
you most worried about? 

Follow with plan development. Focus on the areas either most likely to be a 
problem or, even if rare, that pose the highest risk. There are often simple 
things that take little time or money that really make a difference. Then 
train your staff. Everyone — from clergy to building and grounds staff to 
administration — needs to understand their role in the event of an emergency. 

The final step: Ask how you can help your larger community. Conduct a blood 
drive or a CPR class, for example.

Risk Reporter: Is Ready Rating personalized to an industry or location?
Heneghan: It’s more general, but the assessment process lets you weigh hazards 
based on your location and elements specific to your organization. For instance, 
does your church also have a school? How old is your facility, and are there 
layout and access issues to address? The resource tools on our site help tailor 
your plan. One particularly good one is the Emergency Response Planning Tool.

Risk Reporter: Your program has had impressive results. Would you talk 
about that?
Heneghan: The average improvement is 14 percent in the first year and  
50 percent in the second. The most common actions include educating staff 
members and updating existing plans. Don’t worry if you start with a low score — 
now you know how to improve.  

n	Church Mutual supports the Ready Rating program.  
Visit www.churchmutual.com/readyrating for more 
information.
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