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Introduction

This paper will explore volunteering in nature conservation, specifically looking at how its impact is valued by the different audiences involved. It will discuss two differing, and often conflicting, understandings of the place of volunteering, and consider some of the possible implications this can have on the volunteers themselves. The first view is that of the ‘lay’ audience, taken to include the wider, often local, community; the second, alternative view is that held by the ‘expert’ community, which here describes the scientific community of nature conservation. After exploring these, it will investigate whether understanding views around the place of people in relation to nature can help to explain the origin of these two differing viewpoints. Finally, it will look at the future of volunteering in nature conservation, including trends and opportunities for its continued development. 
This paper is based on the findings of a literature review titled ‘Volunteering in the natural outdoors in the UK and Ireland’. It was completed between January and April 2007 by the Institute for Volunteering Research on behalf of the Tomorrow Project. Its focus was broad, interpreting the natural outdoors as covering the public open and outdoor environment, including flora and fauna, biodiversity, wildlife habitats, countryside, and urban parks and green spaces. Over 150 abstracts of academic and policy research reports were reviewed in the process. This figure was narrowed down to 80 research reports, strategies, evaluations, books and other publications which informed the final literature review. While literature does not use the term ‘the natural outdoors’ to specifically describe volunteering within the sector, a considerable body of literature refers to volunteering in ‘nature conservation’. This has perhaps the closest relationship to volunteering in the natural outdoors and has been used to inform the findings of this paper. 
Nature conservation volunteering
Volunteering within nature conservation can be broad and diverse. To help structure this, I will draw on Davis Smith’s four-phase typology of volunteering that he developed in 2000. Perhaps most commonly, volunteering in nature conservation includes those practical and physical activities that help to protect, manage or enhance habitats and ecosystems. This fits within Davis Smith’s ‘philanthropic’ form of volunteering, where people volunteer through a group or organisation to provide a service to one or more third parties. In a review of natural heritage volunteering in Scotland, Volunteer Development Scotland listed activities such as managing and improving habitats, improving access, construction, gardening for wildlife, and surveying wildlife sites. Here the beneficiary can be the environment itself, the people that use the environment, or the future generations that will benefit. 

However, there are also other forms of volunteering that fall within nature conservation. Drawing once more on Davis Smith’s typology, these can include forms of participation, such as involvement on decision-making panels or forums; advocacy or campaigning for environmental protection through organisations such as Friends of the Earth or Earth First!; or self-help groups such as community gardens or some forms of allotments. While this paper has relevance to these wider forms of volunteering and will refer to them where necessary, it is primarily concerned with the activities of a practical and physical nature.

Before this type of volunteering is discussed in detail, it is useful to set it in the context of wider volunteering trends within the UK. The government’s 2005 Citizenship Survey found that 44% of people took part in formal volunteering at least once in the year previous to the survey, which equates to 17.9 million people. Such involvement appears to be developing, this figure having increased from 39% in 2003. 
It also seems that there are considerable numbers of people giving their time specifically to nature conservation. This can include small, volunteer-led groups, that may often not include any paid staff. Research in 2003 by the parks charity GreenSpace estimated there to be 500,000 volunteers involved in approximately 4,000 community groups throughout the UK working with their parks and green spaces. There are also considerable numbers of volunteers giving their time through larger, more formalised organisations. The 2005 annual report of the conservation charity the British Trust for Conservation Volunteers, or BTCV, confirmed that it supported over 130,000 volunteers throughout the UK, while research by IVR showed the Wildlife Trusts to have over 32,000 volunteers. It appears that this involvement is also growing, the Wildlife Trusts’ figure having increased from 23,000 volunteers in 2003 to its present 32,000. The National Trust has also witnessed a considerable growth in the number of their volunteers, having increased by 30% between 1993 and 2003, currently numbering 43,000 volunteers. 
Despite these figures, volunteering in this sector appears to be comparatively low when considered in relation to other sectors. The 1997 National Survey of Volunteering, the last major survey of volunteering in the UK, found that 5% of current volunteers gave their time to organisations whose main focus was ‘the environment’. This can be compared to the 26% of current volunteers who gave their time to organisations focused on ‘sports of exercise activities’, for example. 

Active encouragement
The first view of the place of volunteers in relation to nature conservation is a situation in which their involvement is actively encouraged. This can commonly be the view of the ‘lay’ audiences themselves, or a view that gives priority to the place and contribution of the lay community within nature conservation. This can involve an appreciation of the diversity of impacts of volunteer-involvement, giving recognition to the social, as well as environmental, impacts of participation. In his 2000 paper exploring volunteering, Davis Smith notes how the social benefits can be numerous, including building social capital, trust and reciprocity between cultures and communities. While the beneficiary of a great deal of nature conservation volunteering will be the environment, wider, social benefits are frequently observed as part of the process. 

Firstly, significant social impacts can be seen at the level of the wider community. In his study of community gardens, Holland notes how many emerged as a direct response to social exclusion and poverty in urban areas of the UK. As well as improving local environmental conditions, he describes the provision of food, recreation and support networks as a vital part of “grassroots community development”. Similarly, in a 2004 study on behalf of Scottish Natural Heritage that explored the links between green space and quality of life, Land Use Consultants identified the social benefits of volunteer involvement in tree planting and woodland management to be at least as important as the environmental. The building of social networks, community empowerment and capacity-building were noted as key benefits. 

Secondly, the social benefits of volunteer involvement in nature conservation can be seen at the level of the volunteer themselves. This is well illustrated by the example of BTCV’s Green Gyms. This is a conservation volunteer programme with the twin objectives of improving the local environment whilst also providing individuals with an opportunity for physical exercise. Throughout the 2004/05 financial year, BTCV involved over 1,300 volunteers in this programme throughout the UK. An evaluation of two schemes in England by Oxford Brookes University found that most participants reported feeling fitter and more flexible as a direct result, as well as having more stamina. It showed that involvement in this form of exercise burnt more calories per hours than step-aerobics. Other evaluations have found benefits to include increased energy levels, reduced stress, and an improved awareness of the importance of physical activity on their health.   

The social benefits of participation in nature conservation for the individual volunteer and for their communities appear to be widely recognised. In addition, the positive impact of their involvement on the effectiveness of the nature conservation programmes and initiatives themselves seems to be increasingly appreciated, especially by policy-makers and government.  
The 1987 Brundtland Commission coined the phrase ‘sustainable development’ to describe a form of development that did not compromise the needs of future generations. Throughout the 1990s a wealth of policies were developed by governments to implement sustainable development at the local level, with 77% of local authorities in the UK having Local Agenda 21 (LA21) strategies by the year 2000. Such programmes stressed the central importance of ‘bottom-up’, participatory and community-based approaches. In his 2004 study of community gardening in the UK, Holland describes how self-help, self-development and community involvement were central parts of the LA21 process. While the effectiveness of these has been debated by many, others have argued that they elevated the community and individuals to the position of ‘joint stakeholder’ with local authorities, prioritising the place of volunteering and community involvement as part of the solution to environmental problems. 
This elevation of communities and individuals has been reflected in major national conservation strategies, which are increasingly encouraging new opportunities for participation and engagement. The 1994 UK Biodiversity Action Plan, for example, stated explicitly that “the conservation of biodiversity requires the care and attention of individuals and communities”. This recognition has been seen more recently in the government’s 2004 ‘Cleaner, safer, greener communities’ programme, in which they state a key objective as “engaging and empowering local people and communities”.  
This increasing acceptance of the place of ‘lay’ audiences in nature conservation  has been accompanied by a gradual change in the opinion of the ‘lay’ audiences themselves towards the role of ‘experts’ in nature conservation. In his 2004 paper, Berkes argues that communities have questioned, and in some cases actively started to distrust, the sole management of conservation problems by experts. He argues that this has led to a rise in ‘community-based conservation’, in which individuals and communities are increasingly seen as a vital part of the process. Similarly, Goodwin, in his 1998 study of local participation in conservation, sees this as a shift in power “from technical and political elites to ordinary people”. To many, successful nature conservation is not actually achievable without the involvement of volunteers. However, as we will see, there is active resistance of this involvement by some within the sector.
Passive engagement to active resistance 

This second, contrasting view, describes a situation in which the involvement of volunteers in nature conservation has been resisted to varying degrees, or at a minimum, has not been actively encouraged. It is possible that the potential impact of volunteers can often fail to be fully appreciated by the ‘expert’ scientific community working in nature conservation. Goodwin feels that this is a wider problem facing participation in nature conservation in which he describes a potential mismatch between the expectations of conservation professionals, who can be interpreted as the ‘experts’, and the local participants. He states that this has led to a situation in which the experts have placed emphasis on the achievement of “a predetermined product”, contributing to a weak decision-making role for local people.

To illustrate this point, this section will largely draw on volunteering in biological recording. These volunteers, often not of a scientific background, work closely with scientists to collect data on the distribution and abundance of flora and fauna. The information can be fed into major surveys which in turn influence nature conservation strategies and policies, often on a national scale. The involvement of volunteers can be extensive, with surveys such as the RSPB’s Garden Bird Watch survey and the British Trust for Ornithology’s distributional breeding atlases of birds relying on the data collected by volunteers. 

Applying a science-based, ‘expert’ understanding of the place of volunteers in nature conservation can impact on volunteering and the volunteers themselves in three main ways. Firstly, it can result in many of the previously discussed social benefits of volunteering being dismissed. Despite the prevalence of volunteering in biological recording, opinion of the importance of the outputs and outcomes of volunteering in biological recording varies considerably. Ellis and Waterton express concern that there is an overemphasis on the importance of the end product of survey data, to the extent that volunteer naturalists can risk being seen as little more than “mere biological recording cards”. As a result, it is possible that the social and cultural benefits of the act of participation can be overlooked by the experts and risk being relegated in favour of facts and figures. Evaluations of volunteer biological recording programmes indicate that the social benefits can be considerable, however. This can include passionate engagement with nature, the development of responsibility towards the environment and an understanding of how ecosystems are managed. 

Secondly, it can contribute to the use of volunteers in biological recording and nature conservation being actively resisted by some parts of the expert, scientific community. This can be closely related to Goodwin’s ‘potential mismatch’ in expectations, parts of the scientific community interpreting the involvement of lay volunteers as inappropriate, or even potentially damaging, to their work. In 1993 in the US, debate around the place of volunteers reached the House of Representatives, who prohibited their involvement in the US National Biological Survey on the grounds of bias and lack of competence. 
Many forms of biological recording require at least a basic understanding of flora and fauna and an ability to recognise specimens. This has led some commentators to state that volunteers may be better suited to certain tasks than others. However, others feel that it is less an issue of competence, and more of a question of appropriate support and supervision of lay volunteers, designing and setting realistic and achievable tasks for them to complete. Where they are suitably supported, evaluations of programmes have found that lay volunteers are able to make accurate and valuable contributions to the work of scientists in surveys. In response to the House of Representatives prohibition, the then Director or the British Trust for Ornithology, stated that volunteer involvement in this area can “provide a sound basis for conservation action”. 
Finally, an expert understanding of volunteering within nature conservation, and a focus on the end product of involvement, can contribute towards the exclusion of certain communities. A number of authors have observed problems of participation and equality in volunteering in wider forms of nature conservation. Berkes states that community-based conservation is currently overly focused on the involvement of what he describes as ‘elites’, and therefore needs to focus increasingly on empowerment and equality. Goodwin is in agreement, stressing that participation within nature conservation needs to include new communities of interest. He argues that there is a tendency to focus programmes and initiatives on existing powerholders and core groups of activists, a move that is “disempowering and undermines public support rather than extending it”. 
Evidence appears to indicate that a focus on elites and a degree of disempowerment may exist within some volunteering in nature conservation. Many volunteers in this area demonstrate a lack of ethnic diversity, for example. An evaluation of BTCV’s volunteers by the Black Environment Network found that 96% of all volunteers directly managed by BTCV were classed as white. Similarly, a 2002 review of the Wildlife Trusts volunteers identified 98% of their volunteers as white, while an evaluation of the National Trusts’ volunteers by the Institute for Volunteering Research in 2004 found 99% of them to be of white background. This does appear to be a challenge that the sector is increasingly acting on, however. Evaluations of major initiatives which aim to increase engagement with volunteers from diverse and deprived backgrounds such as the Wildlife Trusts’ ‘Unlocking the Potential’ programme and BTCV’s ‘Environments for All’ have shown considerable levels of success. 
The relationship between people and nature
Despite the long established involvement of volunteers in nature conservation, there appears to be continued debate concerning the place of people and the role of participation. While Berkes states that there is now widespread acceptance that solutions to conservation challenges need to involve people in order to be successful, he nonetheless argues that the place of people in nature remains unclear. He notes how this has frequently led to confused implementation of community-based conservation in practice. This can also help to explain the differing understandings of the role and value of volunteers in nature conservation that have been discussed in this paper. 

One way of understanding the relationship between people and nature is that they are distinct from one another. This can involve people volunteering on behalf of nature, to help manage or protect a habitat, or in response to a particular problem. From the point of view of the expert conservation professional, emphasis can often be placed on the achievement of an end product, such as the accumulation of biological survey data, which will benefit the environment primarily. The indirect benefits to the volunteers themselves can be interpreted as secondary. In the most extreme of cases, this can lead to the involvement of volunteers as being seen as inappropriate. 

In contrast, people can be interpreted as occupying a central place within nature, in which people volunteer as part of nature. Here the social and environmental benefits cannot be separated. Much volunteering in nature conservation may have developed in response to social problems, including poor living conditions, crime or a lack of recreational resources. The improvement of a local park or the development of a community garden can help to address these problems, and will in turn have numerous, sometimes secondary, environmental and ecological benefits. This holistic understanding places as much emphasis on the process of volunteering as it does on the end product. As a result, volunteering and its impact appears to be highly regarded. 

Conclusion

There are a great number of people who volunteer in nature conservation and the impact they have is widely appreciated by many. There are a number of commentators, however, predominantly within the expert audience that do not fully appreciate the impact of this volunteering, both on the volunteers themselves and on the outcomes of nature conservation. 

This can be partly attributed to a narrow understanding of the place of people in relation to nature, in which they are interpreted as separate from one another. The involvement of volunteers in nature conservation can often be seen to benefit nature primarily, resulting in the contribution of volunteers being undervalued, dismissed or even actively discouraged. In contrast, a fuller, more holistic understanding of people within nature, in which they are interpreted as being fundamentally linked, can contribute to volunteering being valued more highly, and interpreted as a crucial part of nature conservation. This is echoed by Ellis and Waterton’s call for a “reconfigured, repopulated, and rehumanised biodiversity”. This will allow volunteering in this sector to continue to develop long into the future, and become valued by a greater number of people.
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