	Protecting the Church Offering
 

Larger crowds at church services over the holidays can mean fuller collection plates and, with that, a greater responsibility for safeguarding the church offering. One recent Christmas at a church in New York, thieves broke in through a back door while Christmas services were underway and stole an unsecured safe that contained more than $20,000 in cash. This money had been donated to help needy children. 

 

At the same time, controls should be in place to make sure that the offerings given to the church are properly accounted for and deposited in the church's bank account. At a church in Pennsylvania, the church bookkeeper of 25 years embezzled more than $400,000 of church funds over a period of years by writing checks to himself and taking cash. No one was checking the bookkeeper's work.

 

Considerations for protecting the church offering include the following:

· Form a safety team whose responsibility is to address the risks that churches face, including the possibility of theft of the offering and internal theft through embezzlement. The safety team should educate itself through available resources on financial safeguards and consider consulting with local law enforcement on measures to keep the offering safe.

· Train ushers or safety team members to be alert to suspicious or unusual activity, especially during the offering, and make sure they have the ability to communicate with each other (and with 911), if anything unusual occurs.

· If the church has a security camera system, designate someone to perform real-time monitoring of the cameras-especially in the times immediately before, during, and after the offering is collected.

· No one person should be left alone with uncounted offerings. Following the collection of the offering plates or baskets, consider having at least two people (such as ushers) place the funds into a moneybag and record the date and time of the service on the bag. Sealable and tamper-resistant bags can offer added security.

· If the money will not be counted immediately, the bag(s) should be taken by at least two people and placed into the church's safe. This is preferable to leaving the offering unsecured at the altar or front of the church.

· If the offering will not be counted until the following day, at least two people should remove the offering from the safe, place it in a bank bag, and deliver it to the bank's night depository box. Likewise, more than one person should retrieve the offering from the bank when it is ready to be counted.

· Counting of the offering should take place in a secure room by a team of at least three unrelated people. It is a good idea to separate financial duties so that the people responsible for maintaining and reviewing the church's financial records, such as the financial secretary or treasurer, are not part of the counting team. It also is a good idea to rotate the counters on a periodic basis.
· Offerings should never be taken home to be counted and money should not be removed directly from the offering plate and given to a person or ministry.

· For counting, collections are typically separated into offering envelopes, loose checks, and currency/coins. Contents of offering envelopes should be verified and recorded. All checks should be restrictively endorsed by stamping "For Deposit Only" on the back of the check with the church's name and bank account number. Currency and coins should always be kept in plain sight and counted.

· Double-checking, recounting, and recording the offering deposit are the responsibility of the counting team. It is helpful to utilize standard forms in the counting process, such as a counting form, offering summary or report, bank deposit slip, and calculator or adding machine tape.

· Whenever church funds are taken to the bank, it is a good idea to keep the bank bags inconspicuous and to vary the route driven to the bank.

· The financial secretary or bookkeeper should promptly record the offering deposit in the church's financial records. Unopened bank statements should be directed to another person, such as the church treasurer, to review and reconcile.

· A voucher system should be in place to request check payments, authorized by a proper representative of the church and backed by supporting documentation. An additional safeguard is to require dual signatures on checks over a certain amount such as $2,500 or $5,000.

· Consider background screens (including a credit check) for all those who are involved in handling church funds. 

· An additional safeguard against embezzlement is an outside audit or review of the church's financial records by a certified public accountant (CPA). While an audit or review involves an expenditure of money, it can more than pay for itself by saving the church the embarrassment and expense of an embezzlement situation, as well as by deterring such crimes in the first place.

· Finally, it is important to discuss with your insurance agent or broker appropriate insurance coverage for theft and embezzlement so that you can make sure your ministry is adequately protected against such losses.
The information contained in this newsletter provides general risk management ideas only. Any program adopted by your institution should be tailored to the needs of your entity. In addition, it is advisable to seek legal and other professional advice when adopting risk management procedures.


	

	


