

Local Church

Crisis Response Plan
Introduction

For the purpose of this document, crisis refers to:

An event or emergency associated in some way with the Church but beyond its control, which can be expected to become public.  A crisis situation presents potential for damage to individuals or the image of the Church, and hinders their abilities to be in ministry.  In other words, a crisis is anything that could cause the public to lose faith in the local church leadership or the operations of the local church.

· Crisis comes as a surprise.  It occurs unexpectedly and probably when we are least able to deal with it. 

· Surprise leads to insufficient information, and questions are difficult to answer.

· Questions begin to surface from the media and constituents almost immediately, which is the time to take control and not be hesitant or unprepared. (Refer to 90 minute plan)

· Demonstrating concern and ability to take control will probably result in being able to withstand outside pressures.

Crises that most likely will be faced by the church come in several packages:

1. a crisis of a personal nature (as of a clergy or lay person)

2. a crisis of legal or criminal proportions

3. a crisis of a corporate nature (as of the conference)

4. a crisis involving violent acts, demonstrations, death or injury

5. a crisis prompted by a natural disaster (as of tornadoes, floods, fires, accidents, etc.)

6. a "perceived" crisis (not of true crisis proportion, but perceived to be such)

Crisis Management Team

The team should include all or most of the following: the pastor, your legal representation if necessary, your District Superintendent, and depending on the nature of the crisis, the Conference Director of Communications should be notified. You may also include other church leadership as deemed appropriate by the pastor. 

It would be good if all members of the Primary Team are equipped with cell phones in order to be accessible at all times during the crisis.  

Phone Numbers of Primary Team:

John Smith

Office 555-555-5555
Home


Cell 

Phone numbers of Expanded Team

Sue 
Smith

Office  555-555-5555

Immediate Actions of the Team
1. The Pastor, or his/her designee, will convene as many members of the team as possible immediately upon becoming aware of a crisis.  In the event the team cannot meet in person in a timely manner, a conference call should be arranged.  (Refer to First 90 Minutes Plan)

2. The Crisis Management Team, in consensus with the pastor, should develop a strategy for the dissemination of information, determining how much and what kind of information can be released, as well as when and to whom.  At this time, an official statement regarding the situation will be developed.

3. The Pastor, or his/her designee, will assign a spokesperson or persons to the media should the pastor not be available for this role.  The spokesperson or persons must be thoroughly,  and regularly briefed before making any appearances or statements.  The spokesperson(s) may refer news media representatives to others who can speak with authority on a particular subject.

4. The pastor’s spokesperson(s) (if someone other than the pastor or Dir. Of Communications of the Great Plains Conference) should establish a schedule for regular briefing sessions of team members for the purpose of updates and discussion during the first few days of the crisis when media interest will be most intense.  

5. The team will agree to provide 24-hour availability and access to one another at least during the first day of the crisis, and longer as necessary.

Responsibilities of team members

The Pastor, Conference Director Of Communications or spokesperson(s) will:

· review public reports on the crisis

· be prepared to clear his/her calendar should there be indications that a press conference is necessary in the event of a major crisis

· be available for key media interviews

· work with the team to review facts and anticipated questions

· provide background information to the media coordinator and members of the team

· always provide the itinerary and contact phone numbers to the Dir. Of Communication whenever an out of town or out of state trip is planned by any primary team member

     The Great Plains Director of Communications will (when necessary):

· gather pertinent information

· assist in activating the Crisis Management Team and information network

· prepare public statements for approval by the pastor/spokesperson(s) or designee(s)

· prepare background information handouts for the media and conference information network when necessary

· monitor the flow of information

· monitor and report media activity to other members of the team

· advise support staff on how to handle calls relating to the crisis

· provide the pastor and support staff with an itinerary and 24-hour a day contact phone numbers when a trip away from the area is planned

· be available to support pastor and support staff if crisis involves local church in a major way
Support Staff (including receptionists and other staff) will:

· direct calls as instructed

· keep copies of all messages related to the crisis

· assist information flow as directed

· not attempt to answer questions (even if you have information.  This is the sole responsibility of the designated spokesperson(s)

Your rights with the media

You have the right to:

1. Accept or decline an interview, but then refer to Conference Dir. Of Communication

2. Know the issues upfront

3. Be comfortable

4. Give reasons why you do not have information.  It is okay to say "I don't know" if you don't but NEVER say "no comment."  Be sure to get back with them when you "do know."  Ask them when their deadline is.  Give them a specific time that you will call back (1 hour, 3 hours, etc.) and stick to it.

5. Know who else has been or will be interviewed

When the media calls 

The media calls and what do you do?  First of all, know that referring media inquiries to the spokesperson is always most appropriate.  But if the spokesperson isn't aware of the crisis yet, or if you feel adequately informed on the crisis situation, you should:

1. Prepare mentally for the interview. What will you say?

2. Remember your rights (above)

3. Check your emotional attitude

4. Don't under or over exaggerate the situation

5. Choose your words carefully.  A 15-minute interview could be edited down to a 15 second sound bite.  Is it what you want repeated?  Think carefully as you speak.

6. Listen carefully to the entire question you are being asked 

· Respond briefly (don't give more than they ask for)

· Summarize your response after delivering it

· DO NOT use church speak

5. Let them know you are available for further questions at a later time

6. Don't ever mislead the media.  Always provide the truth and nothing but the truth.

7. NEVER, EVER say "this is off the record" or "no comment."  (even if the reporter is a personal friend of yours or you know him/her very well)

Other  Important Details

Other factors will need to be considered.

· team members and members of the support staff are required to document all conversations relating to the crisis, as well as keep a log of all media contacts.

· a log of all statements issued should be kept, in addition to developments of the crisis.  Be prepared to answer questions as to who is in charge; biographies of personalities, background information; knowledge of the church.

· depending on the nature of the crisis, arrangements for security personnel should be considered to keep order and control access to all offices in addition to people to handle telephones and serve as “runners” or provide hospitality.

· notify members of the congregation (via email or letter) if the crisis is of large proportion and merits vast public knowledge.

· prepare a press room where press conferences can be held.  Telephones and FAX machines should be readily accessible for the use and convenience of the media.  

After the Crisis

The Crisis Management Team will meet to review how the crisis unfolded and how it was handled.  

The team will consider:

· what went well

· what missteps were made

· what problems could have been foreseen or avoided

· what adjustments in the crisis management plan are indicated.

· what lose ends need to be tied up.

When a Lawsuit is Filed
WHEN THE PAPERS ARRIVE

· Do not sign anything other than a simple messenger's receipt of court papers;

· Keep the envelope or wrappers that the  papers arrived in;

· Make a written notation of the date and time the documents were received and the method by which they were received (hand delivery by a court official; mail; other - be specific); 

· Call your attorney immediately  for instructions; 

· Call your insurance broker or immediately; forward a copy of the papers to your broker/agent,  with a dated cover letter (save a copy of  cover letter, too); 

· Determine whether your Insurance Company has a policy already in place for what to do when a lawsuit is filed; make sure you follow the requirements outlined in such a policy, if it exists; 

· Inform your District Superintendent.
THE NEXT STEP:

· Sit down immediately with a small group of leaders (the group may vary depending on the nature of the lawsuit - perhaps  DS, attorney, someone who knows what's going on, etc.) and decide the key strategy for dealing with the crisis;

· Prepare for possible media inquiries;

· Decide who is going to be the "up front" person on the lawsuit to handle inquiries, assist counsel, follow what's happening, etc. (Note: this person should be someone who has excellent follow-through skills, knows how to keep information in strict confidence, and who consistently uses good judgment about delicate matters); ensure that this person gets the training that s/he needs on what is appropriate to say, when and to whom;

· Ensure that a good file of all documents is maintained; decide who is going to maintain that file and be responsible for it; 

· Decide whether the local congregation needs to be informed of the lawsuit, as applicable; (again, be careful - seek legal advice); 

· Decide whether any local congregation pastoral care will be needed and develop a plan to address these needs;  (The Conference can help you with this.)

· Decide whether pastoral care will be important for anyone else - including yourself! 

· If the lawsuit is based on some type of misconduct of a pastor, determine whether there has been an internal disciplinary action filed and, if so, what is its status; if not, decide whether it would be appropriate to pursue such an action at this time (again, be careful -- seek legal advice);

· Make sure an attorney is hired immediately to file the appropriate response to the lawsuit; if your insurance agent/broker is not able to give you the name, address, and phone number of the attorney assigned to the case within several days of your receipt of the papers, you will need to have your own attorney obtain an extension of time for the filing of appropriate papers (Note: There are important, short deadlines for the filing of responses in lawsuits; and, filing the wrong response can result in significant legal problems down the line; it is crucial an attorney be on the alert immediately to protect your interests);

· Do not talk with anyone about the lawsuit, except your attorney and the small group of leaders who work together to develop a strategy for what to do next;

· Do not call the plaintiff, his/her attorney, or anyone else who might be on the other side in this matter;

· Do not call or visit with the judge; 

· Ask (your attorney) before you act;
· Remind yourself, your attorney and others that this is a church and that a church is different from other parties in a civil lawsuit; it is important for the church to act as a church at all times. 

WHEN YOU MEET WITH YOUR ATTORNEY . . .

· Be completely open, truthful and forthright; your attorney can't help you if you withhold information; 

· Do not try to decide what information is important or unimportant - let your attorney be the judge of that - tell everything you know;

· Bring a copy of all documents, writings and things that may have anything to do with the lawsuit; keep the original;

· Talk with your attorney about your insurance coverage;

· Remind your attorney that s/he represents you, not your insurance carrier!

· Listen to your attorney and follow his/her advice; if you disagree with something that s/he says, tell him/her that you disagree and iron out the issue right then and there;

· Educate your attorney about the religious organization; 

· Make sure that s/he understands the structure of the organization;
· If you receive a "reservation of rights" letter - or a "denial of coverage" letter - from your insurance carrier, you should obtain an opinion from your attorney or a special insurance coverage attorney about whether there are steps you should take to protect your legal rights under the insurance policy(s). 
AS THE CASE PROGRESSES . . .

· Remember the do's and don'ts from above!!!!

· Call your attorney immediately if you receive any additional official papers related to the lawsuit;

· Make sure that your "up front" person is continually updated about the status of the case and has access to independent legal counsel to help answer questions about legal strategies and maneuverings and address concerns regarding insurance coverage or actions being taken in the lawsuit by your attorney or others;

· Try to be patient: the court system is sometimes very slow and cumbersome; it may seem like it's taking forever for your case to get  anywhere. This, too, shall pass.

The First 90 Minutes - Mobilizing and Responding

· First person aware, contact appropriate members of the Primary Team immediately.
· Assemble crisis team 
· Team immediately assess the nature and extent of the crisis.   

· Questions to ask:

· Who knows about the situation?

· What do they know?

· What is the current status of the situation.  

· What can we expect to occur over the next few hours?

· Prepare a one paragraph statement to be distributed as soon as facts are known. Say what can be said, including facts about what happened and what you intend to do.  Provide background information on the denomination, conference and the people involved.

Appropriate Media Response: 

Respond "immediately" to all inquiries. It is highly important that a statement be delivered with the first 90 minutes.  It doesn't have to say much, but will serve to appease the media. Each inquiry from a reporter needs a response ASAP.  

To buy time:  "We're looking into situation.  I understand you have a job to do and I understand that you have to get the facts.  I don't believe I know enough information at this time to tell you and as soon as I have information, I will call you immediately.  When is your deadline?"

Get busy to uncover as many facts as you can, develop a factual statement and be back in touch with the media.

MEDIA INQUIRY LOG SHEET

DATE:




TIME:

NAME OF PERSON MAKING INQUIRY:

PHONE NUMBER:



___ RADIO STATION 
_________________________________________



___ TV STATION
_________________________________________



___ NEWSPAPER
_________________________________________



___ UNITED METHODIST NEWS SERVICE (UMNS) - Nashville

SUMMARY OF CONVERSATION:

YOUR NAME:_______________________________________

LOG SHEET

DATE:



TIME:

NAME OF PERSON SPOKEN WITH:

NATURE OF INQUIRY:

CONTENT OF CONVERSATION:






YOUR NAME: ____________________________________
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