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8.0  UTILIZING VOLUNTEERS AND NEIGHBORING COMMUNITIES  

 
 
Because of the magnitude of restoration work and its associated funding limitations, 
volunteers can significantly contribute to the progress and long-term success of a 
restoration project.   

8.1 RECRUITING VOLUNTEERS 
 
Leaders of every volunteer organization are challenged with recruiting a steady flow of 
eager and active participants.  The group with an effective recruitment program has 
vitality and clout; it seems attractive and fun to outsiders.  
 
The following is a list of the types of people who volunteer: 
• Parents whose kids just left for college 
• Retired people, particularly those recently retired and looking for new interests 
• College graduates who, after a couple of years of establishing themselves in a job, 

begin to look for after-work activities 
• Single people with extra time 
• Parents with kids in school 
• Couples looking for a common activity to share 
• People in organizations with related interests, such as the Audubon Society and Sierra 

Club 
• Locals interested in preserving their “own” backyard 
• Workers with jobs that give them free time at unusual hours 
• Organizations such as the Jaycees, Rotary, Lions Clubs, Women’s Club, etc.  
• College and high school students (Some instructors give extra credit for participating.  

Be aware, however, that students are transient and rarely leaders.) 
• Youth groups, such as Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts 
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ADDITIONAL WAYS TO RECRUIT VOLUNTEERS TO HELP YOU IN YOUR EFFORTS:  

 
• Post fliers in neighborhood businesses. 
• Send the information to local newspapers and radio and television stations. 
• Develop your own newsletter to be distributed locally. 
• Set up booths at community fairs, county fairs and other local events. 
• Present slide shows to community groups. 
• Recruit on field trips or community expeditions to other natural areas. 
• Hand out brochures to interested people you meet in the preserve. 

8.2 RECRUITING WORKSHOP  
 
A recruiting “workshop” is really just an informational meeting to acquaint potential 
volunteers with the particular preserve and the opportunities to help there.  It is one of the 
most effective and time-efficient tools for getting large numbers of people involved.  
Here are steps to follow for workshops that get results: 
 
8.2.1   PLAN 
Plan the meeting well in advance so that it is well-organized, meaningful and brief.  Start 
planning in the summer for a workshop scheduled in fall, when people return from 
vacations and are ready to make a new commitment.  Spring is also a good time for 
holding recruiting events. 
 
8.2.2    PUBLICIZE YOUR WORKSHOP IN AS MANY PLACES AS POSSIBLE 
 
Contact related local groups—the Audubon Society, Sierra Club, Malama Hawaii, local 
garden clubs, college organizations—to publicize the workshop in their newsletters; in 
turn offer to list them as sponsors.  Send out news releases and flyers.  Post at 
universities, libraries and other meeting places. 
 
8.2.3 MAKE THE MEETING INTERESTING 
 
Make the meeting interesting with slides and discussions.  Provide potential volunteers 
with materials so they can easily learn about the unique feature of the preserve and what 
they can do help manage them.  Talk about specific projects and volunteer success 
stories.  Emphasize that, in this day and age, natural areas can’t take care of themselves, 
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and that each volunteer can have a fun, educational and satisfying experience from the 
work.  

 
 
8.2.4 PLAN A FOLLOW-UP MEETING, TRAINING SESSION, OR WORK DAY 
 
Schedule it within a week or two, if possible. Don’t make the recruits wait; they may go 
somewhere else.  Give them some meaningful work to do. 

8.3   PLANNING VOLUNTEER PROJECTS  
 

 
 

8.3.1 PRE-PROJECT SURVEY 
 
Before bringing volunteers out to the preserve for a work project, make sure you are 
familiar with the area in which they will be working.  If you have not been to the area 
recently, do a walk through prior to the work project, or at least get a report from 
someone who has been there.  Note any possible safety hazards, and get an idea of how 
much work needs to be accomplished. 
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8.3.2 SET A ROSTER AND NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS 
 
Prior to the work trip, set a roster of participants.  Decide on an appropriate number of 
participants for the project based on the scope of the work to be done, available 
transportation, tools, level of supervision necessary, etc.  Try to match the number of 
participants needed with volunteers and groups who are interested in helping out.  Make 
sure you screen potential volunteers who are unfamiliar with the preserve by providing 
them with a description of the area, the approximate amount of time they can expect to 
spend, and the physical effort that will be involved.  Call the volunteers to confirm 2 – 3 
days before the work trip and at that time give them the details on where and when to 
meet, what to bring etc.  Make sure work trip leaders have a list of the names and phone 
numbers of participants, so they do not have to wait around to see who will show up.   

8.3.3 SCOPE OF WORK FOR THE DAY 
 
Decide on a scope of work for the day, and outline it for the participants.  Describe what 
needs to be accomplished and why the work is important.  Try to set a scope of work that 
is achievable in the amount of time available:  If it is part of a larger project, define it in 
terms of a set of smaller projects that can be accomplished.  For example, rather than 
having the volunteers spread through the entire site to pull weeds, you can define smaller 
areas where they can work, then have them move on if they finish.  Prepare a list of the 
tools that will be used and provide instructions on how to use them.   

8.3.4 DIVIDE WORK INTO SEVERAL, WELL-DEFINED TASKS 
 
Decide what tasks need to be accomplished to complete the project.  Make sure every 
detail of the task is clearly understood.  For example, with a weed control project, make 
sure the control treatment methods are simple, and that the target weeds are readily 
recognizable and in a localized area.  Provide a thorough demonstration for the group and 
ask for questions.  Carefully monitor volunteers, especially when they are just getting 
started, to make sure they understand and properly carry out the task at hand.  Provide 
gentle correction, when necessary. 
 
Determine if some tasks can be done at the same time in different areas, or if they will 
need to be done sequentially (e.g. weeding can often be done at the same time as taking 
photographs, but holes have to be dug before posts and signs can be installed).  Try to 
have tasks for people with varying physical abilities.  See what other things can be 
accomplished at the project site if there is extra time.   

8.3.5 HAVE INITIAL PRIORITY TASKS, THEN ADDITIONAL TASKS TO ACCOMPLISH 
 
If the group finishes the initial objectives and there is time and they are willing to keep on 
going, plan for additional tasks that can be accomplished in the area.  A good idea is to 
plan to work until lunch, then take a break and assess whether to continue with the main 
tasks, start new ones, or end for the day. 
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8.4 MAKING WORKDAYS FUN AND PRODUCTIVE  
 

  
 
In order to make workdays fun and productive, consider the following: 
 
• Have the work effort planned ahead of time.  If you expect more than 10 volunteers, 

have additional leaders identified and trained. 
 
• Bring everything volunteers forget.  Bring extra water, bug spray, and sun screen. 
 
• Have the right tools.  When possible, it’s best to get a supply of the safest and 

sturdiest tools, gloves and safety glasses to be used by volunteers as required.  It is 
OK to ask volunteers to bring their own tools, but be very specific about what and 
what not to bring. 

 
• Get everyone aquainted with each other.  At the beginning of the day, stand in a circle 

and introduce everyone.  Make all feel welcome and part of the group.  Let people 
know who is experienced and able to answer questions.  

 
• Explain goals of the day’s work effort.  Discuss the task involved.  Clear up items like 

what to do with lunches, what happens if someone leaves early, etc. 
 
• Explain the potential safety hazards of the workday, and the steps you are taking to 

minimize them.  Have everyone sign a waiver and make sure adults sign for minors.  
If anyone is uncomfortable with the risks and does not want to participate, let them 
know that it’s OK, and give them an opportunity to leave gracefully. 

 
• Demonstrate the use of tools.  Show how to use tools safely and in a manner that 

keeps them in good condition.  Watch how tools are used and correct the volunteer’s 
technique gently and as soon as possible. 

 
• Speak with new volunteers individually, or assign a specific person to take them aside 

and talk about the work and the site.  Find out how the new recruits heard about you.  
It is important that everyone has a good time; the social aspect gives individuals a 
sense of loyalty and belonging.  
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• Make sure that you or someone else is providing on-the-job education and training at 
each workday, if necessary.  Show newcomers how to identify the plants that they’re 
cutting.  Repeat the lesson often with different people during the workday.  

 
• Schedule time for lunch and/or snacks. Many people don’t eat breakfast. Keep an eye 

out for people who run out of gas; newcomers, particularly, may feel uncomfortable 
about speaking up. 

 
• Give a short tour at the middle or end of the work session, if people are in the mood.  

Volunteers should get a chance to enjoy the area and see what they are working for.  
In fact, this learning experience is why many volunteer.  Consider doing some whale 
watching or bird watching in season and seek other opportunities to make the 
experience special. 

 
• Take time at the end of the work day to reflect on what you’ve accomplished and 

thank volunteers for their help.  Point out the difference the day’s work has made, and 
explain how it fits into the overall management picture.   

 
• At the end of a long hot day in the sun, a cooler of cold drinks and a few snacks will 

go a long way toward making volunteers feel appreciated. 
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8.5   MOTIVATING VOLUNTEERS  
 

 
 
A recent issue of Audubon Activist explained: “Ask not what volunteers can do for you.  
Ask instead what you can do for them.”  Management often means motivating.  Factors 
that motivate are: 
 
• A sense of accomplishment 
 
• A sense of belonging:  We like to think of an organization as “my chapter,” or “my 

school.”  As we prepare to go to a workday we like to think: “When I get there I’ll see 
Helen and Bob and the whole crew!  Together we’ll work on the preserve, watch 
birds and eat desserts.” 

 
• A sense of ownership:  People like personal responsibility, their own project or “turf.”  

Yet they want to be part of the big picture and see how their efforts are contributing 
to an end result.  Note: teams of people can also have turf. 

 
• The authority to think and make decisions:  People want to feel they are part of the 

decision-making process.  Whether or not every suggestion is used isn’t nearly as 
important as the volunteer knowing the steward is sincerely listening. 

 
• Obtainable goals:  People want to see their efforts come to fruition.  Realistic goals 

are important to keeping a sense of momentum and accomplishment among 
volunteers.  They must be able to see progress. 

 
• Purposeful, defined activity:  Volunteers like to feel their efforts are accomplishing 

something worth their investment of time, talent and effort.  They also want to know 
exactly what is expected: figure out in advance how much time a job requires, and if 
it requires working alone or with others. 
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• Challenges within abilities:  An assignment should be challenging, but if it is totally 
beyond one’s abilities, the person is likely to give up.  Be available to give volunteers 
advice and periodic training in the subjects applicable to their assignments.  If a job 
seems huge, then break it down into two or three smaller jobs, or form a committee to 
do it. 

 
• Information:  This is probably the single most important duty of the steward.  Too 

many times we’ve all heard someone say with a touch of bitterness: “No one tells me 
what’s going on around here.”  It takes time to make that phone call or write a note, 
but it’s worth the investment.  Keep volunteers updated with newsletters and 
invitations to attend meetings and conferences, and encourage them to submit 
information and stories to the newsletter.  

 
• Confidence:  Some folks run the whole show, not because there is no one else to do it 

but because they don’t trust others and may have conveyed that feeling.  It takes 
patience to break in a volunteer with little experience.  But you may have a volunteer 
whose skills will exceed your own.  Let them know you think they can do the job, 
then give them the freedom to do it. 

 
• Recognition:  It takes only seconds to say: “Thanks for your help.  I really appreciate 

it.”  No matter how self-effacing people appear, most appreciate a little pat on the 
back.  Think of ways to publicly thank volunteers as well. 

 
Also, realize that not all volunteers are going to stay.  It’s part of the process.  But the 
recruitment process should be continuous.  Keep it going and be creative.  Be nice, be 
consistent—and have fun. 

8.6   SAFETY CONCERNS WHEN WORKING WITH VOLUNTEERS 
Safety is everyone’s concern.  You should seek opportunities to discuss it, and volunteers 
should be encouraged to report safety concerns. 
  

  

8.6.1 BASIC SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS 
• Tell volunteers that safety is a priority.  Be specific.  Identify potential risks and 

hazards before volunteers encounter them.  Also, provide an opportunity for 
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volunteers to “bow down” gracefully, particularly before performing an activity 
which could be dangerous. 

 
• Have every volunteer sign a volunteer waiver form.  Minors must have an adult sign 

the form for them.  While waivers are not necessarily legally binding, having 
volunteers sign them gives you an opportunity to review hazards and safety 
procedures and have volunteers acknowledge that they understand them. 

 
• Insure that first aid kits are present, well equipped, and readily available at all 

scheduled and impromptu work days.  Learn the principles of first aid and encourage 
other volunteers to do the same. 

 
• Carry a cell phone and radios. Know the location of the nearest hospital. Leaders 

should also have emergency contacts for all participants. 
 
• Carefully “match” the work plan with the ability and health of the volunteers present 

and the weather conditions. 
 
• Always check on volunteers throughout the day. Make sure everyone remains 

hydrated, fed, and not overly fatigued. 

8.6.2 SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS WHEN USING POWER TOOLS  
 

 
 
• Only trained, experienced and responsible volunteers should be allowed to use power 

equipment.  The operator should know how to safely operate the machine and 
recognize when the equipment must not be used, such as in the case of a dull blade or 
defective safety shield. 
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• The use of the equipment should be planned so that there is minimal interaction 
between operators and other volunteers.  This can be accomplished by scheduling 
different types of workdays or separating work parties.  Inexperienced volunteers 
must never be allowed to work in the immediate vicinity of power equipment. 

 
• Power tools should only be used when weather conditions allow for safe use. For 

example, rain and wet conditions, which prevent safe footing, would often preclude 
their use. 

 
• Operators should always use the appropriate safety gear, including goggles, hearing 

protection and, for chain saw operators, safety pants. 
 
• Power equipment operators should work in groups or pairs, so they can “trade off” 

when fatigued and provide an additional margin of safety if someone is injured. 
 
• Operators should use appropriate PPE, including eye and hearing protection, and 

chaps for chain saw operators. 
 
• Do not use power tools when fatigued.  “Trade off” with another qualified operator 

when necessary. 
 
• Always stop power tools when putting them down or carrying them.  Carrying a 

power tool with the engine running is dangerous.  Stop string trimmers and brush 
cutters when you moving from one work area to another and not actually cutting.  
Stop power tools if anyone enters your work area unexpectedly or if you are signaled 
to do so.  Stop power tools if you need to communicate with others.  Don’t try to 
make yourself understood over engine noise. 

 
• Carry gasoline only in an approved safety can.  Use separate, marked containers for 

straight gas and oil/gas mix.  Refuel power tools in a clear, level area, away from 
your work area.  Move away from the refueling area before restarting power tools.  
Do not carry gasoline inside an enclosed vehicle. 

 
• Maintain an awareness of what you are doing at all time and that you are operating a 

machine that can cause serious physical injury to yourself and others. 
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8.7 RECORD KEEPING  

 
 
After each workday, or series of workdays, you should report your progress.  Include 
your work activities on reports.  Make sure every work group and subgroup has one or 
more experienced volunteers, depending on the task involved. 
 
For each workday, have that volunteer write a brief description of the work completed, 
along with any other information that would be important for future use.  Specifically, 
make note of the: 

• Work accomplished that day 
• Location of the worksite 
• Number of participants 
• Start time and the end time of the day 
• Actual time on the job site 
• Tools used 
• Problems, obstacles encountered 
• Any recommendations for follow up work 

Write or tally up the information and save it in a dated file, along with your management 
schedule. It will prove useful for grant reports, and marking trends and accomplishments.  
Summarize your workday with a workday report and keep it for your records.  Photo 
documentation is also very useful for reports, presentations, and for the recruitment of 
new volunteers. 
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