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Examine Your Risk 
Owning and operating a house of worship—whether it be a church, synagogue, temple 
or chapel—can be a rewarding endeavor. These establishments play a major role in 
bringing faith-based communities together for a wide range of activities and 
celebrations, such as prayer services, religious studies, youth programs, weddings, 
baptisms, funerals, confirmations, holiday parties and more.

However, operating a house of worship also carries significant risks. House of worship 
owners have to manage numerous property and liability exposures, and often provide 
many additional services—including serving food and drinks, hosting events and leading 
various community programs—that can dramatically increase the number of risks.

Thankfully, assessing your exposures and taking the appropriate precautions can go a 
long way toward protecting your organization. This proactive approach is particularly 
important when it comes to identifying and avoiding gaps in your risk management 
program. In many cases, insurance companies will require house of worship owners to 
have certain policies and procedures in place in order to obtain or maintain coverage.

This questionnaire gives your organization the opportunity to review risk categories 
specific to your unique operations and take action to address those risks. 

This guide is not intended to be exhaustive, nor should any discussion or opinions be construed as legal advice. Readers should contact 
legal counsel for legal advice. © 2020 Zywave, Inc. All rights reserved.

This guide is not intended to be exhaustive, nor should any discussion or opinions be construed as legal advice. Readers should contact legal counsel for legal advice. 
© 2020 Zywave, Inc. All rights reserved.
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PROPERTY

Property - General Yes No N/A Notes

Is the building in good condition overall?

Is the roof in good repair with no visible water 
intrusion marks?

The age of the roof should be taken into consideration—a thorough 
roof inspection can provide you with invaluable information.

If the property has any steeples, domes, 
minarets, bell towers, spires or other religious 
structures on the premises, do these structures 
have lightning protection systems installed?

This might include a lightning rod.

Is the electrical wiring in good repair? Wiring must be in compliance with NFPA 70.

Are there Class ABC fire extinguishers 
throughout the building?

Fire extinguishers should be available in hallways, lobbies and 
worship areas. They must be inspected and tagged at least annually.

Is a no-smoking policy in place? Smoking, if allowed, should be limited to outdoor areas and away 
from any hazards.

Is trash removed and not allowed to pile up? Accumulating trash presents a fire hazard and may attract pests.

If candles are ever used during religious 
ceremonies, services or celebrations, are 
candles properly extinguished after use?

Is the property in compliance with NFPA 909?

Are fire detection systems installed? Are they 
inspected and tested regularly?

https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/all-codes-and-standards/list-of-codes-and-standards/detail?code=70
https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/all-codes-and-standards/list-of-codes-and-standards/detail?code=909
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Is landscaping completed on a regular 
schedule? Are trees trimmed away from the 
building as part of landscaping duties?

Vegetation that’s too close to the building can damage property 
during windstorms as well as create significant fire hazards. 

Is a qualified person hired to make repairs? Only qualified professionals (e.g., a plumber) should make repairs. 

Property – Commercial Kitchen Equipment Yes No N/A Notes

If there is a commercial kitchen on-site, is it 
separated by a fire wall?

A commercial kitchen does not include a warming kitchen area with 
residential appliances, like a refrigerator or microwave. Rather, it 
includes more advanced commercial cooking equipment—such as a 
stove, range, griddle, fryer or grill.

Are cooking appliances in good condition and 
maintained by a qualified contractor?

Are there Class K fire extinguishers in the 
kitchen?

Class K fire extinguishers are specific to cooking fires and must be 
inspected regularly.

Is cooking equipment covered by a hood to 
capture grease-laden vapors?

Typical cooking equipment that needs to be under hoods includes 
ranges, griddles, fryers and grills.

Is the hood cleaned at the appropriate intervals 
(e.g., two to four times per year) by a qualified 
third party?

Cleaning should occur semiannually for most cooking operations and 
quarterly for high-volume operations.

Are grease traps cleaned regularly?

Is there an 8-inch-tall metal baffle in place, or at 
least 18 feet of space between open flames and 
the fryer surface?
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Is there an automatic extinguishing system 
(AES) inside the kitchen?

Is the AES compliant with UL 300? This will be stated on the manufacturer's tag.

Most newer systems should be compliant, while older systems made 
before UL 300 may not be.

Are the nozzles for the AES over cooking 
equipment?

Are kitchen staff trained on how to use 
extinguishing equipment?

Is the AES inspected and serviced by qualified 
contractors?

Are refrigeration systems inspected for leaks 
and maintained by qualified contractors?

Sprinkler System Yes No N/A Notes

Is there an automatic sprinkler system installed?

Is the sprinkler system designed for the hazard? Sprinkler system data should be located on a placard on the system.

Is the sprinkler system inspected at least 
annually? Does it pass these inspections?

Sprinkler inspection information should be located on tags and 
paperwork on the risers.

Is the fire department connection (FDC) outside 
the building easily accessible?

These items must be accessible so the fire department can pump 
more water into the system.
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Are sprinkler riser valves supervised (e.g., locked 
open or electronically monitored)?

Are employees trained on what to do if a 
sprinkler is ever damaged and opens?

In the event a sprinkler head is accidentally broken and goes off, it’s 
critical to shut down the water to avoid further water damage.

Are building occupants instructed to never block 
sprinkler heads? 

For most sprinkler systems, 18 inches of clearance below sprinkler 
heads must be maintained in order for them to work properly. 
Signage should be used to educate building occupants on the 
dangers of blocking sprinkler heads.

Are there measures in place to ensure valuable 
items prone to water damage (e.g., religious 
texts or artwork) will be protected in the event 
that the sprinkler system is activated? 
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GENERAL LIABILITY

Premises/General Yes No N/A Notes

Are floor surfaces clean and dry?

During winter, are the parking lot and sidewalks 
clear of snow and ice?

Shoveling should either be completed by a qualified employee or a 
third-party contractor.

Are walkways, entrances, exits and stairways 
well-lit and handicapped-accessible?

Are exits clearly marked and clear for an 
emergency exit?

Are floor plans and exit routes posted in key 
areas so building occupants know how to exit 
the building in case of an emergency?

Is there an emergency lighting system in case 
power is lost?

The emergency lighting system must be tested regularly by a third-
party contractor.

Are there adequate smoke and carbon 
monoxide alarms throughout the building?

Is the parking lot in good repair with well-
marked spaces?

Is there a security system in place? Does it 
include security cameras?

Are restricted or potentially hazardous areas 
marked with "Authorized Personnel Only" 
signage?



7

If there are elevators on-site, are they inspected 
regularly by a qualified person?

Most states require organizations to inspect any elevators they have 
on their premises.

If food is served on-site, are employees trained 
on food safety measures?

Training should cover hygiene, including hand-washing best 
practices and dangers associated with food spoilage.

Are restrooms kept clean and handicapped-
accessible?

Are all balconies and choir lofts properly 
equipped with sturdy handrails?

Are all pews or other establishment seating kept 
in good condition and handicapped-accessible?

Are all bell towers, steeples, minarets and other 
religious structures kept in proper condition by 
qualified professionals and closed off to the 
general public?

Are “Standing Room Only” crowds prohibited? If your establishment has a standing room for religious services or 
events, it should never exceed the room’s maximum capacity. 
Crowding this room (or any room) can create a serious fire hazard.

If the establishment has an outdoor playground, 
does the playground have a safe base surface?

Safe base surfaces—such as wood chips, sand or shredded rubber 
tires—offer cushioning to protect children in the event that they trip 
or fall on the ground.

If the establishment offers children’s toys on-
site, are all toys age appropriate and approved 
by the Juvenile Products Manufacturers 
Association?

If the establishment has an in-ground 
ceremonial pool (e.g., a baptismal pool or a 
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mikveh) on-site, is the pool properly equipped 
with sturdy handrails and stairs with nonslip 
treads?

Is the ceremonial pool (if applicable) a safe size 
and depth?  

The ceremonial pool should be 8-12 feet wide and 3-4 feet deep. 
The dimensions and depth of the pool should be clearly posted with 
proper signage. 

When the ceremonial pool (if applicable) is not 
in use, is it adequately covered or corded off to 
prevent any unwanted users (e.g., children) 
from entering it unsupervised?

If the establishment has a cemetery on-site, is it 
well-landscaped and kept in good condition?

Headstones should be kept in good condition and adequately 
distanced between one another. The cemetery lawn and shrubbery 
should be mowed and pruned regularly, especially near shorter 
headstones.

Trips and Special Events Yes No N/A Notes

When group trips take place, are adequate 
safety measures implemented? 

On all group trips, the “buddy system” should be followed to ensure 
are trip participants are properly accounted for. During trips that 
involve children, there should be an adequate number of adult 
chaperones, and trip participants should wear an article of clothing 
or accessory (e.g., a shirt or bracelet) that states their group 
affiliation at all times.

If festivals, carnivals or other related events 
take place on the premises, are there steps in 
place to identify reputable vendors?

Be sure to select trusted, qualified vendors with a solid reputation. 
Establish clear, written contracts with each vendor to ensure both 
parties understand their specific responsibilities and liabilities. 
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If the establishment hosts events where food is 
sold or provided, are proper preparation and 
serving measures followed?  

There should be protocols in place to ensure food preparation and 
serving practices are safe and sanitary.  

If the establishment hosts events where 
alcoholic beverages are sold or provided, are 
there adequate age verification procedures in 
place? 

Staff responsible for selling or serving alcoholic beverages should be 
properly trained on when and how to verify an individual’s age.

If the establishment conducts baptisms or other 
religious rituals using a ceremonial pool on-site, 
are there proper safety measures in place 
during these rituals? 

There should be a minimum age requirement for participation in 
such a ritual. All staff involved in conducting the ritual should be fully 
trained in water safety practices, first aid and CPR. There should be 
several additional individuals present when the ceremony takes 
place to ensure a prompt response in the event of an emergency.
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PROFESSIONAL LIABILITY

General Yes No N/A Notes

If the establishment offers counseling, are 
employees properly qualified to provide such 
services?

Staff members who handle counseling should have an adequate 
educational and professional background in this field. They should 
also be trained to recognize suicidal and self-destructive behavior.

In the event that an individual displays suicidal 
or self-destructive behavior during counseling, 
are staff trained on how to properly respond?

Individuals who display such behavior should be referred to a 
qualified psychiatrist for further evaluation and treatment.

Is there an adequate vetting and application 
process in place for hiring staff who will be in 
charge of counseling services or leading youth 
programs?

Thorough background checks (including criminal history) dating back 
10-20 years should be conducted for all applicants who are applying 
for positions related to counseling or working with minors.

Have any employees or members of the clergy 
worked in different houses of worship prior to 
working at this establishment? 

Be sure to take note of how many other houses of worship that any 
staff or members of the clergy have worked at, as well as what their 
reason for leaving or transferring from each house of worship was.

Are there adequate protocols in place for 
handling allegations of sexual misconduct 
against staff or other administrative personnel 
(e.g., a priest, minister or member of the 
clergy)? 

There should be a written policy in place for handling such 
allegations.
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WORKERS' COMPENSATION

General Yes No N/A Notes

Are return-to-work initiatives in place? This can be a written program, a list of light-duty tasks or evidence in 
past claims of bringing employees back to work after an injury.

Is there a written safety and health plan in 
place?

Is chemical training done, specifically on 
cleaning chemicals?

Mixing incompatible cleaning chemicals can result in very toxic 
vapors.

Are Safety Data Sheets (SDS) available?

Is there an eyewash station available?

Are employees trained on first aid? Is a first-aid 
kit available?

Is good housekeeping practiced? Floors and aisles should be clean with no tripping hazards.

Are stairways in good condition and equipped 
with nonslip treads and sturdy handrails?

Are ladders and step stools available and in 
good repair?

Is there a formal training program for new 
employees?

Is equipment used for grounds maintenance 
properly guarded?

Lawn mowers, trimmers, snowblowers and similar equipment that is 
missing guards can cause serious injuries.
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CRIME

General Yes No N/A Notes

Are security cameras strategically placed 
throughout the premises? 

Specifically, cameras should be placed in the parking lot and in any 
areas where high-value items (e.g., musical instruments, ceremonial 
equipment or religious artifacts), important documents and money 
are stored.

Is there signage displayed across the premises 
informing the public that robust security 
measures are in place? 

This practice can help deter potential thieves.

Is there a security alarm in place? Is it controlled 
at a central station?

Are all cash, checks and receipts kept in a time-
delay safe until deposit time?

This includes donations and fundraising money. 

Are deposits staggered? This helps avoid establishing a pattern that can be exploited.

Are employees subject to background checks?

Are all important documents kept in a tool-, 
water- and fire-resistant safe?

Copies of important documents should also be created and stored in 
a separate, secure location.

Are there security measures in place to protect 
high-value items on-site?

This may include tagging items with identification numbers or 
tracking devices, as well as storing items in secure, locked locations 
when not in use.

Is inventory of all high-value items stored on-
site kept up to date?

Is there a procedure for reporting robberies?
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AUTO

All Drivers Yes No N/A Notes

Are motor vehicle records (MVRs) secured for 
all drivers?

Annual MVRs are required for anyone operating a vehicle for 
organizational purposes.

Do drivers have an acceptable driving record? An acceptable driving record typically means the driver has no 
serious violations (e.g., DUI or reckless driving) in the last five years 
and no more than two moving violations in the last three years.

Is there a policy in place on cellphone usage? Employees should not use hand-held cell phones while driving.

Is there a policy in place on seat belt usage?

Are safe driving rules communicated to drivers?  

Are inspections conducted on vehicles before 
each shift?

Whether organization-owned or personal, all vehicles should have a 
basic check done.

Has an evaluation of all commercial motor 
vehicles (CMVs) and related operations been 
completed to determine the organization’s 
Department of Transportation and Federal 
Motor Carrier Safety Administration compliance 
requirements?

Vans, shuttles, buses or other vehicles owned and operated by your 
organization could be considered CMVs based on their gross vehicle 
weight rating, the number of passengers permitted in the vehicle 
and whether drivers are compensated for transporting passengers.

Are CMVs on a regular maintenance plan?

Is the personal use of CMVs prohibited?

For employee-owned vehicles, is evidence of 
personal insurance reviewed and kept up to 
date?


