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Emergency Planning for
the Elderly and Disabled

Have you ever been in a situation where the fire alarms
go off inside your church, fellowship hall or church
school building? While we conduct practice drills, when
an alarm first sounds and church members realize it is
not a drill, they may not remember how to react.

You want to eliminate the sense of urgency and
confusion that takes over when an alarm sounds and
ensure all remain safe, including the elderly and
disabled. This can be achieved with proper planning and
communication among church staff and volunteers.

Every church needs a plan to address emergencies.
Without it, the chances of making wrong decisions
increasing the risk of injury are much greater. Many
able-bodied people can exit a church fairly easily, but
what about the elderly and disabled? The following
areas should be considered and added to vyour
emergency plan.

IDENTIFY

The first step to protecting the elderly and disabled is to
identify them. Designate someone to identify those in
your congregation with any special needs. Meet with
those people and their families to discuss their specific
needs. Ask what steps would need to be taken to assist
them in safely exiting the facility. Think not only of the
sanctuary, but various places in the building they may
be (e.g., classrooms, restrooms, social hall, etc.) should
an emergency occur. Make a list of those in your
congregation and their specific needs, and determine
the best and safest approach to take in order to safely
evacuate.

PLAN

Once you have the information as to those who may
need special care, devise a response plan. Discuss with
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your staff and volunteer leadership exactly what must
take place in an emergency. Share the various scenarios
that could potentially occur and know ahead of time the
safest approach in the event of emergency.

Work with the Board of Trustees to make sure there are
signs, pathways and proper lighting for those who are
not able to leave on their own. Plan on the best exit for
a wheelchair. Have a plan for getting people to and
from each level of the facility safely.

COMMUNICATE

Once you have a plan in place, share it again with those
in need so they can understand the plan and suggest
changes if necessary. Next, communicate with your
leadership. Get buy-in from others. Then make sure the
appropriate staff and volunteers know, understand and
can execute the plan. Communicate with and train
ushers, greeters, staff, teachers, medical providers and
others who you will want to rely on in an emergency.
Again, seek their input and also help them understand
their roles, in the process. Finally, share with the
congregation what you expect of them in the event of
an emergency.

PRACTICE

Once you have a plan and have communicated it to
everyone, do something few churches have ever done.
Conduct an emergency evacuation drill. With planning
and ample communication ahead of time, at the end of
a service some week, have people exit the sanctuary as
if there were an emergency. Tell them what you want
them to do, and then ask them to do it. Test the plan.
See if it works. If you don’t, it is just another idea on
paper.

EVALUATE

Once you have completed the practice evacuation,
gather as a team and determine what might need to be
revised. Once again, engage those with special needs
and see if they were evacuated according to plan. Make
those modifications and communicate the changes to
everyone.

CONCLUSION
By taking the time to discuss and plan a safe evacuation

process for the elderly and others with special needs,
not only will you have a much better chance of keeping
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them safe, but you will send a strong message that they
are valued. They will appreciate the church taking the
time and letting them know that you care for them.
Plan a practice evacuation at least once a year.
Communicate often, and modify as necessary. It will be
well worth your time.

The Ministry Protection Memo (MPM) series is offered as an
educational tool in support of United Methodist Insurance’s property
and casualty insurance program to help you develop loss control and
ministry protection procedures. United Methodist Insurance does
not, with these MPMs, seek to establish a particular standard of care
or to provide legal advice. Church leaders are encouraged to consult
competent attorneys with regard to the church’s specific needs.
United Methodist Insurance encourages reproduction and
distribution of this MPM within the United Methodist denomination.
Others may contact the United Methodist Insurance Service Center,
via telephone at 1-800-975-5442 for permission to reproduce MPM.

For additional information please contact
Rev. Joy T. Melton, J.D., Chief Resource Officer
United Methodist Insurance

400 Perimeter Center Terrace, Suite 900
Atlanta, GA 30346
www.UnitedMethodistInsurance.org

Email: joymelton@bellsouth.net

Phone: 770-512-8383

©July 2011 United Methodist Insurance

Socialize with us on
Yo} YouTube: www.youtube.com/Methodistinsurance
Twitter: www.Twitter.com/UMInsurance

Sign up for our newsletter at
www.UnitedMethodistinsurance.org

United Methodist Insurance is an all-lines property and casualty
(including Workers’ Compensation) nonprofit captive reinsurer
owned by its member Annual Conference and agency insureds. The
General Council on Finance and Administration (GCFA) fulfills its
Book of Discipline fiduciary oversight through its membership on the
Board of Directors of United Methodist Insurance. For more

information, contact the United Methodist Insurance Service Center
or go to our website www.unitedmethodistinsurance.org.

The United Methodist Insurance Service Center is open Monday
through Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. eastern time. You may
contact the Service Center at 1-800-975-5442.
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