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The stories of volunteers and volunteering in this publication are a
‘Snapshot’ of volunteering in Far North Queensland over the past
150 years. The projects researcher, Stephanie Golden Roser has
introduced a nostalgic look at volunteering through the experiences
of volunteers, many of whom have volunteered consistently, in some
instances for over thirty years. She has also recorded the development
and growth of community organisations whose role in the community
could not have been achieved without the involvement of volunteers.
In undertaking this project it soon became evident there would be
significant challenges in distinguishing historical information on
volunteering relevant to the far north region of Queensland to the rest
of the state. However, in 2002 Peter Ryle, BA (Hons) Phd (History) on
behalf of Lifeline Cairns Region published Enduring Spirit and Lasting
Legacy: A Selected History of Volunteering in Cairns. This publication
proved to be a valuable asset to the Snapshot FNQ project as the only
account of the development of volunteering in Far North Queensland.
With the permission of Peter, references have been included in this
publication to provide some context to the journey that volunteers and
volunteering have taken in the development of ‘new’ communities.
FNQ Volunteers Inc. trusts that you, the reader, enjoy this journey and
the development of volunteering in Far North Queensland and during
National Volunteers Week, 2009 celebrate the achievements and
contribution of volunteers in making this region a truly remarkable and
amazing place in which to live, prosper and VOLUNTEER…..
Ellen Barnes
Chief Executive Officer

About the Researcher
Stephanie Golden Roser has been interested in people in their
environment throughout her life. In 1993, she graduated with a
Bachelors of Administration Honours and became involved in
community engagement and natural resource management projects
while working for Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service and
Department of Primary Industries. After starting a family her interests
turned toward volunteering and social issues.
She was a volunteer breastfeeding counsellor with the Australian
Breastfeeding Association for nine years and enjoyed all her voluntary
work encouraging women to breastfeed. This voluntary work sparked
an interest in social issues and she began studying social work at
James Cook University Cairns part-time. In 2009 she is entering her
final year of study and is looking forward to sharing people’s stories
within the field of social work.
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MESSAGE
FROM THE BOARD
Creating
Connected
Communities

It is impossible to overstate the extent of change over the past 150
years. In 1859 who could have envisaged the shape of society and
community in Far North Queensland in 2009. National Standards for
Involving Volunteers in Not For Profit Organisations, web sites, the
internet, episodic, corporate and spontaneous volunteering are all
volunteer concepts firmly placed in the 21st century. Yet what has not
changed is the capacity of individuals to volunteer their time and skills
and to give freely to their community.
Change is constant; it can be frightening but it can also be exciting
and provide new opportunities. This ‘Snapshot’ of volunteering in Far
North Queensland celebrates the past, reflects on the present and
looks forward to the future. Our hope is that FNQ Volunteers Inc. can
take full advantage of these new opportunities and that in another 150
years there will be much to celebrate.
Without the Queensland Government, Q150 our people, our places,
our stories initiative, this project would not have got off the ground.
Finally, the Board thanks all those who have volunteered their time, skills
and knowledge to this project. Without these volunteers this research
paper and accompanying DVD would not have been possible.
Charlotte Gosley
President
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talking to people, Bart

About FNQ
Volunteers Inc.
Established in 1999 in response to community needs, FNQ Volunteers
Inc. was established to build community capacity through volunteering.
Services include volunteer training and education, advocacy, support
and volunteer referrals for a wide range of community, not for profit
organisations throughout the region.

Connecting
people to
people and
people to place

FNQ Volunteers Inc. is a Cairns based, not for profit community
organisation that recruits and refers volunteers into positions with other
not for profit community organisations from Cardwell to Mossman and
west to Ravenshoe. FNQ Volunteers Inc. works across the three local
government areas of Tablelands, Cassowary Coast and the greater
Cairns Region. FNQ Volunteers Inc. also delivers services to remote
communities in Cape York through collaborative partnerships.
Now a well-respected, efficient and effective regional lead agency, FNQ
Volunteers Inc. role is to raise the profile of volunteering to encourage
an inclusive and healthy community, delivering services to support
the involvement of volunteers to continue contributing as they have
done for many years, to building the economic and social capital of
the region.
Malanda Red Cross Equipment Guild at
Prince’s Mill 1916.
Source Cairns Historical Society
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INTRODUCTION

“Volunteers do almost anything on the planet”
(Oppenheimer, 2008, p12 )

Volunteers give valuable service to our community through their skills,
knowledge, and interactions with people. Volunteers have always
been apart of our community and have helped to shape our history
along side governments and private enterprise. However, the history
of volunteering has remained invisible with little record or written about
in history books (Oppenheimer, 2008).
This booklet presents a snapshot on the history of volunteering in the
Far North Queensland region through the experiences and stories of
volunteers in 2009 as well as a review of historical information found
in literature. Personal reflections by volunteers about volunteering and
the roles volunteers play in our community give a depth and richness
to the valuable process volunteers have in creating communities that
care and support each other.
The accompanying DVD records the places visited and volunteers met
while completing this project. It gives the volunteer’s account of what
volunteering was like in the past and is a pictorial recorded of the
communities and organisations visited in 2009.
The descriptions of the past reflect social, technological and regulatory
changes that have taken place in many community sectors such as
health and welfare. Reflections on the future are heartfelt as many
see the need for volunteering into the future but some are not sure if
there will be enough volunteers to do the work. It is hoped that future
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my reason for living, Faye

generations of volunteers and those who work with them will enjoy
listening to the stories of volunteers in 2009.
There is no doubt that the participants in this project all recognise the
social and economic value that volunteers bring to the community.
Their stories graciously describe the heart of volunteering: meeting
the needs of those less fortunate, friendships, connecting with people,
humility, and satisfaction.
The Q150 initiative honours past achievements of volunteers who have
given their time and love to their tasks and forged a sense of trust and
humanity in all they do.
In the early years of the State of Queensland, government became
involved in funding ‘good works’ (Ryle, 2003). In 2009, international
organisations such as the United Nations and Australian governments

Philosophy of
Volunteering
“Promoting citizen
participation through
the activities and
advocacy that lead to
a more democratic,
caring, dynamic and
cohesive society in
the context of our
changing world”
(Noble, Rogers & Fryar,
2003, p15)

at local, state and national levels recognise the importance of
volunteering through policy and funding support. The Universal
Declaration on Volunteering adopted by the International Association
for Volunteer Effort (IAVE) calls on governments to:

“ensure the rights of all people to volunteer to
remove any legal barriers to participation, to
engage volunteers in its work, and to promote
resources for Non-Government Organisations to
promote and support the effective mobilisation
and management of volunteers” (IAVE, 2001a)
Not for profit organisations provide the community with valuable
services and rely on volunteers to carry out those services. Queensland
has a large not for profit sector. There are 20,200 not for profit entities
registered or operating in Queensland. The not for profit sector
encompasses many areas of the community including community
services, sports and recreation, emergency services, tourism and arts
and music (QCOSS, 2006).
Community services aim to improve the social well being of the

“

We are not
really whole
until we give of
ourselves to
others

”

Carol, Cairns
March 2009

community through the implementation of strategies for community,
cultural and economic development, social planning and the delivery
of community services.
FNQ Volunteers Inc. will continue to collaborate and work with
government and the volunteer sector to promote and support
volunteering in the community and believes the stories of the past can
help create an inclusive and dynamic sector in the future.
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METHODOLOGY
Organisations
involved in
project:
1.	Port Douglas
Community
Services Network
2.	Endeavour
Foundation
Recycled Clothing
Gordonvale
3.	Red Cross Blood
Services Cairns
4. Blue Care Cairns
5.	Community
Services Tablelands
6.	Mareeba Heritage
Centre Inc.

The aim of the project was to create a visual snapshot of historical data
on volunteering and settlement of townships through pictures, reports
and research studies and to leave a record of the achievements of
local volunteers. To achieve this aim a number of objectives were
achieved:
• Review historical data and literature on volunteering
• Interview volunteers from formal volunteer organisations;
• Record (through video, photographs and statistical data) current
activities of volunteers in 2009.
Early on in the project, after a literature search of the National,
Queensland and James Cook University Libraries, it became clear that
there was minimal historical information about volunteering in Far North
Queensland. Larger and older non profit organisations have historical
information on their web sites but it is not specific to volunteering in
smaller communities. Thus, FNQ Volunteers Inc. decided to incorporate
the stories of volunteers into the project to bring out past experiences of
volunteers and their work. The project focused on formal volunteering
through member not for profit organisations.
The sample of volunteers was gathered through member organisations
of FNQ Volunteers Inc. Member organisations were approached
through a survey seeking their assistance with the project. Response
to the survey was high; unfortunately, due to travel and funding limits
not all volunteers who responded were interviewed. A total of twentythree volunteers were interviewed, twenty women and three men in
February and March 2009. The interviewees were drawn from eight
volunteer organisations within five communities across Far North
Queensland.

7.	TTNQ - Cairns
and Tropical North
Visitor Information
Centre
8.	FNQ Volunteers Inc.

Volunteering is…
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 eople helping other people and the
p
community that they live in, Megan

Cairns Base Hospital Kiosk, 1940’s. Source Cairns Historical Society

Most of the volunteers were of retirement age and six had volunteered
since retiring while eleven had been volunteering well before retirement
age. Six interviewees were of non-retirement age.

In-depth semi structured interviews were carried out with volunteers
to hear their stories about volunteering, how it has changed over time
and its possible future. The interviews were structured around themes
about the past, present and future. Questions explored the following
areas:
1. Volunteering roles of interviewees
2. Likes and challenges of volunteering
3. Support in their volunteer work
4. What value volunteering brings to a community
5. Describing what volunteering was like in the past
6. Changes to the roles of volunteers
7. Changes to volunteer organisations
8. What volunteering will be like in 30-50 years time
9. Describe what volunteering means to you

FNQ Volunteers Inc. acknowledges that the sample is not a complete
representation of the volunteer sector in the Far North Queensland
region as many of the volunteers were from community health and
welfare service organisations and communities were geographically
based around Cairns.
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AUSTRALIAN WAY OF
VOLUNTEERING
Oppenheimer (2008) explored the history of volunteering in Australia
and suggests that historical, cultural and governance characteristics
have created a unique volunteering spirit which she calls
‘the Australian way of volunteering’. She outlines three distinct
factors that have influenced volunteering in Australia:
• State partnerships with volunteers and philanthropic organisations
• Geographic necessity and
• Australian federalism
Governments have influenced the volunteering sector, which has
created a diverse way of volunteering. Early colonies of the nineteenth
century lacked the development of entrenched church parishes and
wealthy aristocrats in the community, in their place were state relief
and subsidised charity.
British immigrants brought with them notions of philanthropy, charity,
self-help and mutual aid and with the spirit of seeing a need in the
community getting in and getting the job done. Voluntary organisations
were and continue to be formed to address particular needs in the
community.
Volunteer organisations in Far North Queensland followed a similar
establishment period following the organisations in larger cities such
as Brisbane, Sydney and Adelaide.
Oppenheimer (2008) suggests that our system of federalism beginning
in January 1901 influenced the structure of volunteering. With little
government at the local level meant that communities had to do it
themselves.
The first recorded charity organisation that depended on volunteers in
the Far North Queensland region was the Cairns Benevolent Society.
It began in 1887 to assist the destitute and unemployed through
the giving of the community through fundraising activities such
as concerts, balls and donations (Ryle, 2003). The Society and its
volunteers provided assistance by making clothing and giving money
for travel fares or food. The organisation remained active in the Cairns
community until the 1960’s when it disbanded.

Volunteering is…
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f abulous doing things for other
people…I just like doing it, Cassie

Cairns Surf Life Saving Club, 1917.
Source Cairns Historical Society

The close collaboration between state and non profit organisations
started in the early days of volunteering in Far North Queensland.
After 1890 the colonial government provided subsidies to the Cairns
Benevolent Society for their work with the destitute and unemployed
(Ryle, 2002).
Analysis of the interviews highlighted five major themes that influenced
volunteering in the past in the Far North Queensland region:
• Getting things done
• Technology

“

Volunteering
makes my heart
feel good

”

Sharon, Cairns
March 2009

• Government regulations
• Time for volunteering
• Social connections and friendship
These themes reflect Oppenheimer’s Australian way of volunteering in
that they reflect a sense from the volunteers of the relationship between
government and the organisations they volunteer for. However, it
wasn’t at the forefront of their experience or expression of the past or
changes to volunteering except when volunteers mentioned changes
in regulations.
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Timeline
OF VOLUNTEERING IN
FAR NORTH QUEENSLAND
REGION 1887-1950 - PAST

1887	Cairns Benevolent
Society
1891	Cairns Fire & Rescue
Service

Ryle (2002) discovered that in 1876 early Europeans bought with them
a culture of support to pioneers in lonely and isolated communities in
Far North Queensland. Volunteering was then, as it remains today in
some respects, in times of need offering help between neighbours in
order to progress the community. Unrecognised in those days and
in many ways unrecognised in 2009, this type of ‘volunteering’ was
viewed as ‘part of living’ in a ‘community’

1892 Salvation Army Cairns

With the development of communities came the development of
organisations to administer the needs of the community. Volunteering

1910 Cairns Scouts

in these early days was predominately done by men involved in physical
activities such as the fire and ambulance services.

1914	St. Vincent de Paul
Society Cairns

Parade of Cairns Girl Guides & Cubs, 1914-1918.
Source Cairns Historical Society

1917 	Surf Life Saving Club
Cairns
1923 Cairns Choral Society
1926	Cairns Girl Guide
Movement
1926	Country Women’s
Association - Cairns
1930 Cairns Rotary Club
1937	Cairns Aerial
Ambulance
1939	Australian Red Cross
Society - Cairns

Volunteering is…
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u
 n-conditional Love, Oni

Females were relegated to activities such as
fundraising within the church and the community.

organisations such as Lifeline. From these humble

The first recorded volunteer organisation in Cairns
was the Cairns Benevolent Society, 1887. Originally
funded by donations to provide food and clothing to
destitute people in the community the Society later
received Government grants to carry out its work
in the community. According to Ryle’s research, as
other support groups formed the Society became
less prominent, remaining active up to 1960’s. The
Society later went on disband, being replaced by

volunteers in these early days are still in existence

beginnings, many of the organisations that involved
today throughout the Far North Queensland region
providing assistance to individuals in need, as well
as continuing the tradition of involving volunteers.
Red Cross was the largest patriotic fund in World
War II both in scale and size of its operations and
the support it received from the Australian people
(Oppenhiemer, 2008).
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Mary a long time volunteer (43 years) with the Red Cross reflects on
how her volunteering journey was influenced by the ‘nice’ Red Cross
ladies on the train from Brisbane to Cairns in 1946 as a war bride from
England.
The needs of the Australian community after the Great War were
many and varied, which provided an opportunity for the thousands of
Australian Red Cross volunteers who had been engaged so actively
during the war effort to remain involved.
In 1929, the Australian Red Cross set up the Blood Transfusion Service
in Victoria and soon expanded to Western Australia and Queensland.

Volunteering is…
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quiet achievement, Rosetta

“
Parade floats at entrance to Cairns
Showgrounds, early 1940’s,
showing Red Cross van.
Source Cairns Historical Society.

We volunteers
used to do
everything for
the donor with
the exception of
putting the needle
in

”

Mary, Cairns

In 1939 the Australian Red Cross Cairns Branch was operational
between 1939-1949 (Ryle, 2003). It reformed in 1954 and a few years
later members established the Blood Bank with stations for blood
donations set up around the district.
A big change for volunteers of the Red Cross Blood Service came when
nurses began to take blood from donors. Up until that point volunteers
were hands on and would remove needles and apply bandages. Today
qualified nurses handle blood donations and volunteers at the Blood
Donor Services help donors to be comfortable after giving blood.
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Timeline
1950 - PRESENT

1954	Cairns Little Theatre
(Rondo Theatre)
1958	Cairns Historical
Society & Cairns
Museum

The volunteers in this study reflected on a number of changes to
volunteering that create a picture of how volunteering has changed in
recent times from the 1960’s. The volunteers in this study are diverse
in their volunteering experience. A number of volunteers mentioned
that they had volunteered with many different organisations across
Queensland; a total of 68 formal and informal volunteer organisations

1960 Tourism Tropical North
QLD

were mentioned; one volunteer had volunteered for 8 organisations

1965	Blue Care Volunteers Cairns

The themes that emerged reflect the ‘Australian way of volunteering’ in

1970 Cairns Coast Guard
1971 Lifeline Cairns

over a 30 year period.
terms of the influence that government, geography and partnerships
have had on the roles and jobs of volunteers.
The 1970’s saw a distinct increase in volunteering.

Over 30%

of voluntary organisations that exist today began in the 70’s

1972	Royal Flying Doctor
Service - Cairns

(Oppenheimer, 2008). She goes on to suggest the increase was due

1976	State Emergency
Services – Cairns

volunteering for Meals on Wheels which grew in size and volunteers

1977	Meals on Wheels –
Cairns

“I really enjoyed meals on wheels” Beryl, Gordonvale

1981	Cairns & Far North
Environment Centre
(CAFNEC)

Taylor.

1990	Endeavour Foundation
- Cairns

to more people volunteering, government recognising volunteering and
financial assistance. Four volunteers in this study fondly mentioned
during the 1970’s:

Meals on Wheels was founded in South Australia in 1953 by Doris
Oppenheimer (2008) points out that the development of

the service was ad hoc and different from state to state until the
commonwealth government and state governments created a new
funding agreement for home and nursing care in 1967/68. Up until
that point the service operated without government support and was
almost non existent. The Delivered Meals Subsidy Act 1970, formalised

1992 Jute Theatre

subsidy support from the government and allowed the service to

1993	Mareeba Historical
Society

service: “The Commonwealth subsidy from 1970 was the shot in the

expand and more volunteers to become part of the community
arm required to not only motivate Australians to volunteer their labour

1997	St. Vincent’s
Community Services Cairns

to undertake an invaluable social service but also proved that the task

1999	FNQ Volunteer
Resource Centre

organisations beginning such as environment, heritage, self-help

2002 FNQ Volunteers Inc.

service of volunteer referrals to volunteer organisations.Oppenheimer

was an important one” (Oppenheimer, 2008, p 113).
It was also a time when there were new types of volunteering
groups and women’s services such as refuge centres. It also saw the
development of centralised volunteer organisations which began the
(2008) notes that the Australian Way of Volunteering was influenced

Volunteering is…
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I really enjoy it for myself…Coral

by: changes in women’s work patterns, reduced number of volunteers
and promotion to older people to take up volunteering.
Many of the volunteers in this study began their volunteering in the
1970’s; some did not work in paid employment and began volunteering
when their children where young:

“I probably started volunteering simply because that’s what
was done when you had kids, you helped out at school,
sports team, tuck shop, drama groups, I didn’t think of it
as volunteering” Jen, Gordonvale
Others began their volunteering more recently after they retired:

“I started volunteering when I finished teaching” Lorraine,
Mareeba

Construction of Hastie’s Bridge, below the Atherton Hospital,
1929. Source Cairns Historical Society.
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24 Member Organisations
responded to survey
shown below in order of
date established		
1926 Innisfail District Girl
Guides
1931 Innisfail Netball
Association
1939 Mission Beach Surf
Life Saving Club
1960s Holy Spirit Care
Services Bethlehem
1974	Cairns Potters Club
1975 	Community Support
Centre Innisfail Inc.
1976 	ARC Disability Services
Inc.
1986	Port Douglas
Community Services
Network Inc.
1992	Visual Arts Association
of Far North Qld
1991 Eacham Community
Help Organisation
1994	Innisfail Information
Centre
1994 Green Ant Inc.
1996 Leukaemia Foundation
1998	Migrant Settlement
Services
1999	Maitreya Hospice Care
Inc.
2000	Cairns Youth
Mentoring Scheme
2002	Art Deco in the Tropics
– Innisfail Inc.
2003	Cardwell Bush
Telegraph Heritage
Centre
2003	Cairns & District
Grandparents Support
Group
2007	Tropical Arts
Association Inc.

Volunteering is…
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PRESENT
There is great diversity and fun that has gone into volunteering in
the Far North Queensland region and it seems that more people are
volunteering than ever before.
FNQ Volunteers Inc. maintains a data base of all potential volunteers
that walk through their doors. Today volunteers work for a variety of
organisations in many different fields. In 2007/08, FNQ Volunteers
Inc. recorded 61% of volunteers were assisted into community service
organisations in the health and welfare sector and the average length
of volunteering was 7.5 months.
In the year 2007/08, FNQ Volunteers Inc. referral officers interviewed
1,041 volunteers with 784 (75.41%) referred to positions within
member organisations. The remaining 257 (24.69%) moved either,
onto formal study, employment, left the region, family and caring duties
or simply sought information on volunteering. FNQ Volunteers Inc.
works closely with member organisations and their branches, which
totalled 98 at June 2008 as well as over a 100 community based not
for profit organisations to strengthen the capacity for volunteering in
the community.

 elps with my confidence and self
h
esteem, Sharon

FNQVI Statistics June 2007 - June 2008
Reasons for Volunteering

In 2006, 38% of
the Queensland
population
volunteered. In the
same year, 21%
volunteered in the
Far North Statistical
Division (Ironmonger,
2008).

FNQVI Statistics June 2007 - June 2008
Number of Volunteers Assisted into
Different Fields

“

We are not
really whole
until we give of
ourselves to
others

”

Carol, Cairns
March 2009
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CHANGES IN
VOLUNTEERING
GOVERNMENT REGULATIONS
Seven volunteers mentioned the trend of more regulations and its
impact on the roles and tasks of volunteers. Some believed that it
was a good thing, for example in the health sector where qualified
nurses are now doing the jobs that volunteers used to do while others
were not as positive and reflected that there are more expectations on
community based organised from government:

“Having trained nurses on the job…can’t blame them in
this day of suing” Mary, Cairns

“It has had to change; volunteers have to work with policies
and procedures” Sharon, Atherton
Jackie reflects on how the roles of volunteers have changed and
points out that the day to day handling of volunteers has changed:
“new litigation laws - all have to be careful what we say”

“We are expected to be almost professional organisations”
Hilda, Atherton
Other volunteers expressed that the changes were not benefiting
volunteers and were concerned that paperwork and lengthy work
place health and safety regulations may put off potential volunteers:

“Probably there are fewer people volunteering today
because they are put off by some of the workplace
health issues and the fact that they have to fill in reams of
paperwork” Jen, Gordonvale

“Today volunteering seems a lot more structured. In my day
you didn’t need a Blue Card to mind someone’s children.
Sometimes I think there is too much red tape” George,
Cairns

Volunteering is…
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fulfilling, Carol

TECHNOLOGY
Changes in technology influenced the way volunteers work in our
study. Electronic tills, computers, air conditioning and the internet
were mentioned as things that changed volunteering.
Doing things for other people but its how it will be done, I think there
will be a great deal more technology involved. Lorraine, Cairns.

“When we first started out a computer was ‘what is that
thing’” Rae, Cairns
Volunteer Beryl fondly remembers her experience with Meals on
Wheels and reflects on the time before take away containers when
volunteers dished up the meals from their cars:

“We used to dish up all the meals then as you went along
from your car…take in soup container most people would
dish their own up…now they have take a way containers”
Beryl, Gordonvale
Other volunteers mentioned that over the years technology has made
things easier for volunteers. Jackie described how computerisation
and the internet have connected museums across Australia:

“Whole of database has been put on computer…you
can lodge collection online and various museums can
checkout what you hold …there is an awful lot of interaction
happening between museums” Lorraine, Mareeba
Chris talks about how the internet has shortened the time it takes for
volunteers to access information:

“We make great use of the internet. When the visitor

“

Volunteering is
an enormous sense
of satisfaction
especially when
you know you
have made a
difference

”

Sandra,
Port Douglas

information centre first started there was no internet
where as now you can find out something in minutes that
previously could take you days to find out, but it hasn’t
taken away the need for volunteers” Chris, Cairns
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SOCIAL
CONNECTIONS AND
FRIENDSHIP
“...it is our social
relationships which
constitute society, not
our individuality”
(Cox, 1995, p70)

Volunteering is essential in developing a cohesive and connected
society. It involves people coming together and sharing their skills
and knowledge and giving their time to help others. Social capital is a
term used to describe the process of connecting between people; this
aspect of volunteering has remained constant through time and is still
very important in volunteering today.
Cox (1995) describes social capital as processes between people
that create networks, norms and trust and facilitate coordination and
cooperation for mutual benefit. She points out that by using the term
‘capital’ it gives fundamental social processes an economic edge that
can be measured and quantified.
These processes create: tolerance, diversity, feelings of value and
mutually rewarding relationships that help communities deal with
conflict and different views.
Twenty volunteers (87%) mentioned friendship or social connections

“

they have made while volunteering. These connections were with other
volunteers and the people that they interacted with such as clients or

I value that
knowing that I
can give

”

Sharon, Atherton

customers.

“Gives people something to do and to get there and be
social” Megan, Port Douglas
“Fun we have, its been a group that’s always got on really
well, its been great” Jean, Gordonvale
“Get to know the whole community if you volunteer for
different things. If it is different organisations you get to know
people with different interests” Maureen, Gordonvale
“I’ve never felt more part of a community, its done me
a world of good, brought me out of my shell” Sharon,
Cairns
“It’s like a big family” Rosette, Atherton
“Can’t put a dollar value on it…can’t put an emotional value
on it …its just there, vital resource for any community, has
to be there or the town dies” Sandra, Port Douglas

Volunteering is…
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helping other people, Chris

GETTING
THINGS DONE
The volunteer sector has always been aware of the value of volunteering both socially and economically in
our community. Governments are spending more time and resources toward the volunteer sector through
policies, funding and research. In 1994, volunteering statistics were nationally collected for the first time
through the national census and in 2003 the Queensland Government released its first policy on volunteering
(Queensland Government, 2007).
The economic value of volunteering in Queensland has been estimated at around $13.4 billion in 2006 and
Department of Communities (2008) states that regional Queenslanders who volunteer through organisations
contributed approximately $2.2 billion to their communities.
The economic value of volunteering was mentioned by several of the volunteers in the study. A total of eight
expressed the belief that without volunteers many things wouldn’t get done and seven mentioned the dollar
value of volunteering:

“Wouldn’t have a store here if it weren’t for volunteers” Jen, Gordonvale
“It is a priceless quality” Faye, Port Douglas
“They are a very valued commodity” Coral, Atherton
“In general, I don’t think people even realise just how much, just to keep society working
how much volunteers are absolutely needed” Chris, Cairns
“You sit down and cost how much volunteers are saving all the organisations that they
are volunteering for and their time and effort are going to help someone else, its great”
Rae, Cairns
“There are lots
Jackie, Mareeba

of

organisations

that

wouldn’t

survive

without

volunteers”

There was a general sense of ‘community’ and the influence that volunteering has on community spirit
when people come together to support an event or to make a difference. A few expressed the power
that people have when they come together and volunteer especially when there is a need to be filled and
government support is slow. Two volunteers from Gordonvale talked about the community seeing a need
for families of palliative care patients and the commitment to build a family room at the local hospital so that
family could stay at the hospital. Another volunteer remembered the construction of a retirement home and
how the community came together to build lasting infrastructures and services.
One volunteer expressed that they would have liked to have been volunteering sooner in their life:

“If I had my life over again I would have become a volunteer at an earlier age. You get
to hear stories from all cultural backgrounds and get to share skills and knowledge with
people from all walks of life. I’ve got friends overseas whom I met while volunteering that
I’ve kept in contact with for 13 years. It helps give you a sense of purpose and makes you
feel good about yourself” George, Cairns
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During 2006, less than
50 hours per year are
contributed by 46% of
volunteers (FACSIA,
2008)

TIME FOR
VOLUNTEERING
Cox (1995) suggests that social capital increases by working together
voluntarily but is threatened by lack of time for social interactions
and trusting relationships. Work and individual social and recreation
activities such as computers, TV and gaming machines create alone
time and isolation from others.
Many of the volunteers interviewed for this project mentioned that there
will be a need for volunteering in the future. However, several volunteers
expressed concern at whether there will be enough volunteers to
provide help in a changing world. There was a perception that less
and less ‘young’ people are volunteering due to work commitments.

“I think they are going to run out of volunteers”
Beryl, Gordonvale
“That in itself is a challenge to pass the torch on as it
were so there are people to come after us…society is so
complex these days the young people don’t have time to
volunteer” Faye, Port Douglas
“I think they (baby boomers) will be working all the way
through. I can see the time coming when the middle age
volunteer like the housewife won’t be there she will be
working, it will be when she finishes work” Rae, Cairns
Although there was a perception of a decrease in volunteers, the
trend is the opposite. According to census data there were more
volunteers volunteering in 2006 than in 1995; in Queensland the
rate of volunteering increased from 26% to 38% (Department of
Communities). However, despite the rise in volunteers the average
median hours of work offered by volunteers are decreasing across
most age groups (FACSIA, 2008).
The Queensland Government (2008) has recognised many of the
challenges facing volunteering into the future . Interestingly, many of
the volunteers in this project highlight similar issues.
People are volunteering for shorter lengths of time. The Queensland
Government terms this episodic volunteering and the challenge for
organisations that depend on volunteers will be to adjust to this
growing trend of short term volunteering.
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pay back to the community, Jackie

ISSUES FOR
VOLUNTEERING
• Low rates of volunteering
among young and older
Queenslanders:
FNQ Volunteers Inc. has also recorded a growing trend of volunteers
offering their time for shorter periods to work on a project basis such
as gift wrapping in December and one off events. In 2008, FNQ
Volunteers Inc. recorded 15% of referred volunteers participated in
episodic or spontaneous volunteering. An increase in corporate or
employee volunteering by business and companies to fulfil their social
responsibility also reflects our volunteering past, present and future.
Since 1876, 133 years ago, when early Europeans brought with them
a culture of support to pioneers in lonely and isolated communities in
Far North Queensland, (Ryle, 2002), so do companies and businesses
today engage with communities and government to build stronger and
healthier communities.

• Volunteering

levels

are

uneven across different
age groups.
• The highest rates were in
the 35–44 year age group
(47 per cent), with lower
rates among people aged
18–24 years (31 per cent)
and people aged over 65
years (27 per cent).
• Ageing population: As our
population gets older, there
will be greater demand for
volunteers,

particularly

in the aged care and
support sector. However,
our

ageing

population

also offers opportunities
for older Queenslanders
to continue being active
in their local communities
through volunteering.
• Busy lives: Queenslanders
are working longer hours
and leading busier lives.
Changing

patterns

of

paid work and the use
of technology are also
likely to affect how people
volunteer in the future. It will
be important to find ways
that allow Queenslanders
to

volunteer

acknowledging

while
their

other work and personal
commitments.
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THE FUTURE
“The future of Queensland volunteering lies in the hands of
its population and institutions” (Ironmonger, 2008, p28)
FNQ Volunteers Inc. acknowledges that changes in society will continue
to affect the way people volunteer. The community is volunteering for
shorter periods such as when natural disasters occur for example,
Cyclone Larry, fundraising for a special purpose to benefit the broader
community, or to bring about change in community attitude toward the
environment, children or women. As in the past, volunteering in times
of need, offering help between neighbours to progress the community
remains the spirit of volunteering in 2009.
Statistics collected by FNQVI indicates the trend of family volunteering
(if only slight), where parents, carers, family members are volunteering
as a group or within a group in the community. This type of volunteering
provides opportunities for marginilised members of the community, to
engage in activities that connect them with community and develop
skills.
The challenge for organisations involving volunteers is their capacity
to be inclusive. To engage with people from diverse backgrounds
requires a creative, innovative and flexible approach by volunteer
coordinators, management and staff if the volunteer sector is to truly
embrace the principles of inclusiveness.
For Queenslander’s living in rural and remote communities throughout
Far North Queensland volunteer participation has its own particular
set of challenges, such as, the environment, economic and cultural
issues. In 2007 FNQ Volunteers Inc. gave a commitment to engage
with rural and remote community organisations within the Far North
Queensland region to conduct research, identify community strengths
and document strategies for assistance. This publication is part of the
organisations ongoing commitment to promote volunteering in Far
North Queensland.
The need for collaboration between all levels of governments and not
for profit organisations is essential to:

“Promote citizen participation through activities and
advocacy that lead to a more democratic, caring, dynamic
and cohesive society in the context of our changing world”
(Nobel et al, 2003, p15)
Endeavour Foundation
Gordonvale.
Volunteer Helping Hands.
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an opportunity to help out where
I can, Lorraine

CONCLUSION
The future need for volunteering will require collaboration between
government and non profit organisations. The Queensland
Government is looking ahead and is committed to increasing the
level of volunteering in our community . They propose to do that by
promoting and encouraging volunteering in the community.
Volunteers give valuable service to our community through their skills,
knowledge and interactions with people. Volunteers have always been
a part of our community and have helped to shape our history along
side governments and private enterprise. However, FNQ Volunteers
Inc. discovered a lack of historical information about volunteering in
Far North Queensland and believes it has remained, until recently, in
the background.

2020 Target
Increase by 50 per
cent the proportion
of Queenslanders
involved in their
communities
as volunteers
(Queensland
Government, 2008, p8)

To bring it to the foreground, FNQ Volunteers Inc. would encourage
volunteer organisations to reflect on their past and how it fits in with
the Australian way of volunteering and to consider collating historical
information about their organisations and passing it on to historical
societies or libraries for knowledge in the community.
Capturing the stories of older volunteers is valuable as well so that
the history of volunteering becomes known and celebrated in our
community.
Cape York Health Action Teams
volunteering to build strong and
healthy communities 08

Volunteer Children’s Champions connecting
families and community
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Survey Responses

Green Corps project employees from Indigenous
Job Connections working with volunteers from
Gordonvale Community Care 08
No year of commencement provided.
Community Services Tablelands 					
Tropical Arts Association
Mareeba Heritage Museum & Tourist Information Centre
Australian Breastfeeding Association Far North Qld Region
122 Volunteers responded to the survey shown below in order
of age group and years of service.
Age group of volunteers
2 were aged between 12-20
14 between 35-45 		
44 between 55-65 		

6 between 21-34
18 between 45-55 			
38 aged over 65

Years of Volunteer Service
23 less than 12 months		
20 between 5-10 years 		
3 between 20-30 years 		

48 between 1-5 years
17 between 10-20 years
10 volunteered 30 + years

Note: Not all survey forms were fully completed.

ANZ employees participating in
corporate volunteering
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