Church Emergency Plan

Preparing a church for an emergency is a unique and critical task that requires a comprehensive approach, combining a focus on physical safety, communication, and the well-being of the congregation.1 A well-crafted emergency plan for a church should address a wide range of potential threats, from natural disasters to active threats, and involve a coordinated effort from leadership, staff, and volunteers.2
Here's a step-by-step guide on how to prepare your church for an emergency:
1. Form a Church Emergency Team
The first and most crucial step is to create a dedicated team to develop, implement, and maintain the emergency plan.
· Recruit Diverse Members: The team should be composed of individuals from different areas of the church, including clergy, facilities management, technology, and volunteers.3 Look for members with relevant skills and backgrounds, such as law enforcement, military service, firefighting, medical experience (doctors, EMTs, nurses), and mental health professionals.4
· Define Roles and Responsibilities: Clearly assign roles to team members.5 For example, you might have a lead coordinator, a building coordinator to oversee evacuations, a medical response team, and a safety response team to manage crowds and other security concerns.
· Conduct Background Checks: All members of the security and safety team should undergo thorough background checks to ensure the safety and trust of the congregation.6
2. Conduct a Risk and Vulnerability Assessment7
This step involves identifying the specific threats and weaknesses that your church might face.8
· Identify Potential Threats: Consider both natural disasters (e.g., tornadoes, floods, hurricanes, wildfires) and human-caused incidents (e.g., fire, active threat, theft, vandalism).9
· Assess Vulnerabilities: Walk through the church property and identify potential weaknesses.10 This can include unlocked doors, lack of surveillance, poor lighting in the parking lot, and insufficient signage for exits.
· Consult with Professionals: Invite local law enforcement, fire departments, and other first responders to tour your facility.11 They can provide a free security vulnerability assessment and offer valuable advice on how to secure your property and develop effective response plans.
3. Develop a Comprehensive Emergency Plan
The plan should be a detailed document that outlines procedures for various scenarios.12 It should be written, accessible, and regularly reviewed.
· Create Emergency Scripts and Procedures: Develop specific, step-by-step plans for different types of emergencies.13 This includes:
· Evacuation: Identify multiple escape routes from all parts of the building and designate a primary and alternate off-site meeting location.14
· Lockdown: Define clear procedures for sheltering in place during an active threat or other external danger.15
· Medical Emergencies: Outline procedures for providing first aid until professional medical help arrives.16
· Fire: Detail actions for activating the alarm, evacuating, and using fire extinguishers.
· Severe Weather: Identify safe zones within the building and have a plan for sheltering.17
· Establish Communication Protocols:
· Internal Communication: Determine how the emergency team will communicate with each other during a crisis (e.g., two-way radios, a pre-determined mobile messaging app).18
· Mass Notification System: Create a system to alert the congregation during an emergency.19 This could be a public address system, mobile text alerts, or a screen display.20
· External Communication: Designate a spokesperson to communicate with first responders, media, and the wider congregation 21
· Plan for Child and Vulnerable Adult Safety: Create specific policies for the safety of children, youth, and other vulnerable members of the congregation.22 This includes a system for safely evacuating them and ensuring they are accounted for.
4. Implement Safety Measures and Equip the Church
A plan is only effective if it's supported by the right tools and physical security measures.
· Physical Security:
· Install and regularly test smoke and carbon monoxide detectors 23
· Ensure all fire extinguishers are easily accessible and up-to-date.24
· Consider installing security cameras, adequate lighting, and access control systems for key areas 25
· Check that doors and windows have secure locks.26
· Emergency Supplies:
· Assemble a well-stocked first aid kit with supplies for a large group.27
· Have an emergency kit with basic supplies like flashlights, batteries, bottled water, non-perishable food, and a battery-powered or hand-crank radio.
· Consider having bleed control kits in key locations 28
5. Train and Practice
An emergency plan is useless if no one knows how to use it. Regular training and drills are essential.
· Train the Emergency Team: Provide regular training on all emergency procedures, including de-escalation techniques, first aid, and how to use emergency equipment.29
· Train Staff and Volunteers: All staff and key volunteers should be trained on the emergency plan and their specific roles.30
· Educate the Congregation: Inform the congregation about the emergency plan and protocols.31 Use clear signage to mark exits and safe zones.32
· Conduct Drills: Practice drills for various scenarios (e.g., fire drills, lockdown drills).33 This helps everyone become familiar with the procedures and identify any weaknesses in the plan. Drills should be conducted without causing panic, and for large services, it may be better to practice in smaller, ministry-specific groups.34
6. Maintain and Review Regularly
An emergency plan is not a "set it and forget it" solution.
· Review Annually: Conduct a yearly review of the entire plan to ensure it's up-to-date and relevant.
· Update Contact Information: Keep contact lists for the emergency team, staff, and local first responders current.35
· Refresh Supplies: Check and replace any expired items in the emergency kits.36
· Maintain Relationships: Continue to build strong relationships with local law enforcement and other first responders.37

