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“Volunteer stewards to build and maintain our recreational trail system and to 

engage Coloradans in the outdoors has never been more important.” 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife  

2016-2026 Statewide Trails Strategic Plan 

Thank You to Those Who Made This Guide Possible 
The Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Best Practices Guide would not have been possible without the 

dedication and effort of dozens of individuals and organizations.  The guide is a product of the Statewide 

Stewardship Initiative—a yearlong planning process undertaken by the Colorado Outdoor Stewardship 

Coalition (COSC) with generous funding from Great Outdoors Colorado.  

The guide was collaboratively written by experts in the field of natural resources management: Ann 

Baker Easley, Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado; Fletcher Jacobs, Colorado Parks and Wildlife; Jana Johns, 

Jefferson County Open Space; Jack Placchi, Bureau of Land Management; Liz Rice; HistoriCorps; and 

Kristin Schmitt, US Forest Service. Further direction and leadership was provided by the COSC Advisory 

Committee: Ann Baker Easley, Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado; David Hamilton, Roaring Fork Outdoor 

Volunteers; Stacy Kolegas Beaugh, RiversEdge West; Mary Monroe Brown, Trails 2000; Jennifer 

Peterson, Rocky Mountain Field Institute; Jackie Sanderson, Douglas County Open Space; and Dean 

Winstanley, Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado. These individuals were supported by the project 

management team of Jason Bertolacci, Chris Burley, and Whitney Russell-Tabaian from berbur, llc.  

The Statewide Stewardship Initiative set out to establish the foundation for improving volunteer 

outdoor stewardship in Colorado at scale, including developing common stewardship best practices, 

clarity and unity around measuring project success, a database and asset map of the state’s outdoor 

stewardship organizations, and substantial new shared resources needed to protect our state’s natural 

treasures. The Initiative hosted hundreds of individuals and organizations at workshops and events 

across the state to gather input for the content of this guide––a special thank you to each of our 

attendees. 

The Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Coalition (COSC) is a collaboration of nonprofit stewardship 

organizations and federal, state, and local land managers that promotes stewardship of Colorado’s 

outdoors, elevating the awareness and engagement of all Coloradans in caring for the state’s outdoor 

spaces. The Coalition has been working since 2010 to organize forums for stakeholder organizations and 

to document and convey the collective impact of outdoor volunteer stewardship.  

Great Outdoors Colorado invests a portion of Colorado Lottery proceeds to help preserve and enhance 

the state's parks, trails, wildlife, rivers, and open spaces. GOCO’s independent board awards competitive 

grants to local governments and land trusts, and makes investments through Colorado Parks and 

Wildlife. Created by voters in 1992, GOCO has committed more than $1.1 billion in lottery proceeds to 

more than 5,000 projects in all 64 counties without any tax dollar support. 
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 Introduction 
 

In this section you will learn… 

• Why This Guide Has Been Developed 

• How to Use This Guide 

• The Guide’s Four Main Topic Areas 

 

From the snow-capped majestic 14,000-foot peaks to Colorado’s prairie grasslands, and the vast 

abundance of streams, lakes, and forests, parks, and open spaces that lie between, Coloradoans enjoy 

some of our nation’s most beautiful and stunning landscapes. These special outdoor places and vistas 

define the state and its people, with Coloradans caring deeply about our natural heritage. Colorado’s 

economy and jobs, including recreation, tourism, business development, and overall public well-being, 

are intimately tied to the outdoors.   

With all the benefits we derive from these 

resources, also comes the responsibility to 

ensure these natural treasures are sustained 

and conserved today, and into the future. 

Unfortunately, Colorado’s outdoor areas are 

increasingly at risk as more and more people 

recreate on public lands and waterways, as 

we experience devastating and more 

frequent natural disasters, and as funding for 

federal and state public land management 

agencies continues to decline.  

Fortunately, many Coloradans are eager to 

help by offering their time and skills to care 

for the places they enjoy and where they 

recreate.  But our state’s volunteer numbers and stewardship impact are insufficient for the growing 

and anticipated challenges we face.  There is urgency to find new solutions and more effective ways in 

which to engage progressively diverse populations who are living in more densely populated areas, and, 

for many, understanding their responsibility in stewarding these resources is not yet foremost in their 

active living.   

Building stewardship awareness by strengthening and expanding volunteer opportunities through a 

collaborative and scaled network of Outdoor Stewardship Organizations (OSOs)  will provide Colorado 

with the opportunity to forge an effective model for heightened outdoor stewardship. OSOs can offer 

quality assurance and reliability to public land manager partners when they are equipped with effective 

volunteer and project management tools and, equally as importantly, provide direct and impactful 

experiences for residents and visitors alike to ensure Colorado’s great outdoors are protected, 

conserved, and sustained.  

Photo Credit: VOC 
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Why This Guide Has Been Developed 
This guide is intended to assist Colorado’s many OSOs with guidelines and best practices that strengthen 

effective stewardship. These OSOs exist across the state, ranging from large, professionally run 

nonprofits to small, community-based organizations staffed entirely by volunteers. Until now, there has 

not been a formalized way in which OSOs can share common standards of practice when working with 

land managers and other volunteer groups. By compiling practical information into a guide, we hope to 

further inspire a qualified and competent workforce of volunteers across the state, a network that is 

capable of helping public land managers (PLMs) meet the ever-growing stewardship demands in 

Colorado while also inspiring a new generation of volunteer stewards. 

The standards and best practices described in this guide come from real-world experiences and have 

produced successful outcomes in multiple settings. The guide strives to recognize the various capacities 

of OSOs, as they vary greatly in their organizational structures, the numbers of volunteers they work 

with, and in their geographic reach. The design and implementation of outdoor volunteer management 

systems therefore need to reflect the unique conditions and circumstances that each organization faces. 

This guide suggested practices specific enough to be useful while also being flexible enough to be 

adapted to various circumstances. 

The main audiences for this guide include: 

• OSOs that aim to increase their value to public land 

management agencies, and their efficacy in pursuing 

their missions of caring for our public lands, by using 

volunteers. 

• Groups or individuals who aspire to form or grow their 

own stewardship-focused organizations. 

• Colorado PLMs that seek to partner with volunteer 

groups and want to understand their needs and 

constraints. 

Throughout this guide, “volunteer outdoor stewardship” is 

defined as: the act of conserving and protecting Colorado’s 

lands and waters, as well as constructing and maintaining the 

facilities and infrastructure used by people to enjoy the 

outdoors. 

How to Use This Guide  
Each chapter contains practical, successfully field-tested approaches and suggestions that have been 

applied by many well-established and effective Colorado-based OSOs. The chapters and sidebars contain 

links to informational references to deepen the user’s understanding of current best practices, along 

with suggestions for practical implementation. The extent to which the implementation and adaption of 

these best practices occurs will depend on the structure and complexity of organizational needs. 

Terms and Acronyms  
Used in This Guide 

o Colorado Outdoor Stewardship 

Coalition (COSC) 

o Public Land Manager (PLM) 

o Outdoor Stewardship 

Organization (OSO) 

o Additional terms can be found in 

this excellent glossary provided 

by The Wilderness Society  

 

https://wilderness.org/sites/default/files/legacy/glossary-of-public-lands-terms-and-acronyms-CBB-09.pdf
https://wilderness.org/sites/default/files/legacy/glossary-of-public-lands-terms-and-acronyms-CBB-09.pdf
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By attempting to establish a set of standardized best practices for Colorado’s outdoor stewardship 

community we hope to also foster within PLMs a higher level of confidence and quality assurance when 

partnering with volunteer groups and organizations. The expectation is that Colorado outdoor volunteer 

groups will be familiar with the practices and will be amendable to adopting and utilizing these practices 

to strengthen and grow in organizational effectiveness, ultimately building a stronger network of 

organizations that are well-aligned and capable of providing sustainable volunteer stewardship across 

the state.  

The guide includes four main elements of effective volunteer 

stewardship: 

• Volunteer Management offers suggested practices to 

ensure successful volunteer recruitment, retention, and 

recognition so volunteers can be effectively involved 

and sustained. 

• Working with Land Managers provides suggested 

practices and information to ensure quality land 

management partnerships, inclusive of understanding 

volunteer and partnership agreements. 

• Safety and Risk Management establishes important 

guidelines to help your group or organization plan for 

and mitigate potential risks inherent in volunteer 

engagement and project work. 

• Data and Impact Reporting offers data collection tools 

and metrics that lend themselves to better impact 

reporting to improve organizational effectiveness, 

garner new partnerships, and strengthen financial 

resources. 

We recognize that this is not a complete nor comprehensive 

guide. For example, we have not addressed fundamentals of 

organizational structure such as governance structures, 

fundraising, and financial management, or investigated other 

important elements of organizational capacity building. Our 

anticipation is that the guide will continue to evolve and 

improve over time as new and better solutions are found 

through practice, new methodologies, and through the 

feedback and suggestions of users.  

The best practices described in this guide are designed to be replicable for sustained use, and scalable as 

programs grow and mature, providing what we hope is a realistic picture of what a successful volunteer 

management program requires. These ideas are also aimed at helping groups and organizations 

maximize their efforts so that volunteers have fun and rewarding experiences that inspire them to 

return, and so agency partners can accomplish quality work. 

 

Defining Stewardship Ethics 

Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics 

The Center’s mission is to protect the 

outdoors by teaching and inspiring people 

to enjoy it responsibly.  

Shaping How We Invest for Tomorrow 

A program of the Center for Jackson Hole, 

the focus of SHIFT is to strengthen the 

coalition of interests devoted to our 

public lands by investing in the future of 

their constituencies. 

Stay the Trail  

This group’s mission is to reinforce and 

highlight responsible Off-Highway Vehicle 

use, and to modify and mitigate 

irresponsible use in an effort to minimize 

resource damage on public lands. 

Tread Lightly on Land and Water 

This group strives to balance the needs of 

the people who enjoy outdoor recreation 

with our need to maintain healthy 

ecosystems and thriving populations of 

fish and wildlife. 

http://lnt.org/
http://shiftjh.org/
http://staythetrail.org/
https://www.treadlightly.org/
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 Volunteer Management  Chapter 1 
 

This section includes: 

• The 3 ‘R’s of volunteers: recruitment, retention and recognition  

• Successful project planning  

• The essentials of volunteer training  

 

Today’s volunteers are looking for ways to make tangible impacts in support of the specific causes or 

programs they care most about. In Colorado, outdoor volunteering offers individuals who love the 

outdoors multiple opportunities to channel their passions and skills by lending their time, talent, and 

other resources to improve and enhance our shared natural resources. When engaged effectively, 

volunteers become part of an empowered and educated community of stakeholders who care deeply 

about the lands and waters that make Colorado such a special place to live.  

From an agency perspective, the return on 

investment when utilizing volunteers can be 

highly cost-effective. Shrinking land 

management agency budgets—particularly at 

the state and federal levels—necessitate the 

leveraging of partners to meet maintenance 

and other stewardship needs. A 2012 study 

conducted by Colorado Parks and Wildlife 

found that every $1 dollar invested into the 

agency’s volunteer program returned $12 in 

value. In particular, labor-intensive work 

(such as trail maintenance and visitor center 

staffing) is cost- and time-prohibitive for 

agency personnel, creating a fitting and 

appropriate niche for volunteer involvement.  

Volunteers may often be viewed as “free labor,” but while the volunteers themselves may donate their 

time and talent, there are real costs associated with volunteer recruitment, training, and management, 

requiring resources to effectively use and maintain volunteers as a cost-effective and productive 

workforce. Volunteer management, particularly at a scale that is required by natural resource 

management agencies today, frequently necessitates professionally managed and paid staff who can 

invest time, energy, and attention to building a trained volunteer workforce.  

Building Sustainable Volunteer Capacity 
Developing a sustainable volunteer management program takes time and attention, requiring focused 

intentionality, regardless of an organization’s size and complexity. Working with volunteers can be 

Photo Credit: RiversEdge West 
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extremely rewarding when people engage in purposeful and fun volunteer experiences. However, 

volunteer management can also be challenging, especially when no-shows or last-minute event changes 

throw a monkey-wrench into your plans. Establishing solid volunteer management systems helps to 

minimize challenges and ensure a good experience for volunteers and land managers alike. 

Realistically, managing volunteers usually takes at least some money or donated resources that can be 

dedicated to recruitment, volunteer training, and recognition efforts. Larger OSOs often have paid staff 

charged with managing volunteers and matching volunteer interests with the work that is required. In 

smaller groups, those responsible for volunteer management may be doing it as an unpaid volunteer or 

as part of another job. As such, attending to volunteer needs can get buried in other priorities, so it is 

good to pay attention to some important considerations as you develop structures and systems for 

volunteer programs. Suggested budget items to keep in mind to support basic volunteer management 

efforts include: 

• Insurance and other organizational overhead 

• Mailing costs and office supplies  

• Phone, fax, and email  

• Printing and copying  

• Refreshments and food  

• Recognition items 

• Uniforms 

• Volunteer training and development  

Best Practice: Ensure that your volunteer program has the budget and organizational mechanisms in 

place so that your volunteer work may be sustained over time. You want to communicate to your land 

manager partners that you can provide good volunteer management services, from recruitment, to a 

successful work effort, to the retention and return of volunteers into the future. Regardless of your 

program size and capacity, it is a good idea to think through effective and sustainable systems for 

volunteer communications, volunteer food, and recognition items, and considerations related to 

volunteer safety. Several of these areas are addressed in greater detail in the subsequent best 

practices sections of this guide.  

Matching Volunteers to the Work 
How do you find the right volunteers for the work that needs to get done? The first step in volunteer 

management is to assess the work that needs to be accomplished and then to design the jobs or tasks 

that volunteers can do to successfully undertake the work. In outdoor volunteer projects, it is 

particularly important to consider what types of stewardship work volunteers can best support based on 

agency needs, tool and equipment requirements, skill-based trainings, and volunteer interest.  

Volunteer projects may be organized based on their location, type of work, level of difficulty, and length 

of project—or they may be centered around a certain theme to best attract willing and eager 

volunteers. They may also be focused to serve specific populations such youth, families, urban groups, 

or organized as a “voluntourism” project. Volunteer needs in locations where there are regular visitors, 

such as a local or state park, may lead to long-term volunteer involvement. For example, “Friends 
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Groups” are often centered around specific geographic areas where individuals and community groups 

may be interested in volunteering repeatedly in a park or place where they frequently recreate. 

Important considerations in matching work needs with volunteers include:  

• What is the scope of the work? 

• What are the tangible ways that 

volunteers can be involved? 

• What is the duration of the project?  

o Could this work be accomplished 

during a one-day work project? 

o If it will require multiple project 

days, can it done over a weekend 

so volunteers have an 

opportunity to camp together? 

• Projects that focus on enhancing 

recreational opportunities may 

benefit from emphasizing 

opportunities to blend work and 

play. For example, if you are working 

on performing trail maintenance on a section of mountain biking trail perhaps you can schedule 

your local mountain biking club to work on the trail on the first Tuesday evening of the month 

from April to September, followed by a ride at the end of the weeknight project. 

• Are there outside factors that could influence a successful outcome, such as project site 

accessibility, volunteer safety, or weather conditions?  

• What level of assistance or project support may be required support from the land manager?  

• Is the project designed so that volunteers feel a sense of personal and collective 

accomplishment?  

• Are special skills required to accomplish the project? If so, is it possible to teach those skills 

before the project begins? 

• What age considerations should be considered in recruiting for your volunteer work? Is this 

work can appropriate for volunteers of all abilities and ages?  

Best Practice: Effectively matching work to volunteer interests, skills, and abilities is one of the most 

important aspects of quality volunteer management. Developing a comprehensive checklist of 

considerations inclusive of both volunteer needs and land management agency project needs will help 

you make better decisions in how to best offer volunteer engagement opportunities that produce 

good outcomes for volunteers and agency personnel alike.  

Effective Volunteer Recruitment and Retention Strategies 
Designing effective communication strategies to recruit volunteers is essential to finding the right 

people for the work you want to accomplish. Informing potential volunteers about the mission and 

purpose of your organization’s work is important—volunteers want to do work that they believe in. 

Clear communications also help you better connect volunteers directly to your organizational needs. 

Photo Credit: VOC 
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You will want to consider using volunteer outreach tools that work best for your community, such as 

newspaper ads or storefront posters, press releases for local media, posting information on social 

media, or hosting open house gatherings to meet potential volunteers. You may also want to consider 

contacting appropriate institutions in your region, including local universities or high schools, churches 

and faith-based organizations, and local businesses that might be able to send a group of volunteers. 

Are there particular outdoor recreation groups that may benefit from the stewardship work? It may be 

worthwhile to seek out groups that require stewardship or service hours as a requirement for races or 

club membership, such as climbers, hikers, trail runners, anglers, hunters, OHV users, cyclists, and 

equestrians.  

 It is also helpful to think through a volunteer job description that provides a potential recruit with 

information about your group or organization and what may be expected of their involvement. Useful 

information includes: 

• Volunteer position or title 

• Anticipated time commitment 

• Goals and outcomes of the volunteer opportunity 

• Contact information for staff or lead volunteers of the program 

• Training and preparation required 

• Responsibilities and duties 

• Qualifications necessary or desired 

• Benefits the volunteer may receive 

Photos and videos posted on websites and through social media are also effective for boosting volunteer 

engagement. Similarly, sharing and exchanging your volunteer benefits with partner organizations can 

lead to creative partnerships, particularly when you want to draw larger numbers of volunteers to your 

projects. Consider reaching out to other outdoor stewardship groups to see if they might be interested 

in working together on a project to create a larger, more collaborative volunteer experience. 

Understanding key motivating factors for an individual who wants to volunteer can be helpful in 

designing your recruitment strategy. Interviewing existing volunteers within your group or organization, 

or in other volunteer organizations, will help you shape recruitment messages with broad appeal. 

Offering a variety of types of volunteering experiences may also serve to attract new volunteers. For 

example, OSOs may be able to design a specific trail volunteer project so that it has opportunities for 

both unskilled and more-skilled volunteers, offering a variety of engagement options as both new and 

returning volunteers consider their involvement. 

Many organizations and groups are interested in engaging younger volunteers and families, in addition 

to attracting more technically skilled and longer-term volunteers. Focused outreach strategies are 

important to consider attracting these more targeted volunteer groups. For example, there are 

significant safety and risk management considerations when recruiting and engaging youth volunteers. 

It is important to decide whether a volunteer opportunity is appropriate for youth and to set a minimum 

age requirement for different projects.  
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You will want to consider the length and type of the project—as 

well as the physical stamina needed to complete the work—

when considering projects for younger volunteers. For instance, 

a half-day tree planting project at an urban park might be an 

appropriate project for youth ages 8 and up. However, a 

weekend trail project that requires a lengthy hike into the 

worksite would be more appropriate for youth 16 and over. 

Ensuring you have the resources in place, such a parental 

permission and waivers for youth engagement, and sufficient 

and trained leadership on the volunteer project, are important 

considerations prior to engaging in youth- and family-focused 

recruitment efforts.  

Best Practice: Developing a thorough volunteer job description is critical in determining the kind of 

recruitment message you want to convey to prospective volunteers. Be sure to use a variety of 

communication methods, including outreach to other volunteer and community-based organizations, 

to strengthen the success of your volunteer recruitment efforts. Consider and secure appropriate 

resources to engage specialized populations such as youth and families.  

Retention of Volunteers 
Retaining existing volunteers enables agencies and organizations to dedicate less time to recruitment, 

maintains institutional knowledge in the program, and allows volunteers to gain an even deeper sense 

of satisfaction in their work. Volunteer retention is not as simple as creating a daily to-do list that you 

can easily check off, but instead is a byproduct of a comprehensive and well-run volunteer program. If a 

volunteer feels that their efforts are valued and have an impact, and that the relationships they make 

with staff or other volunteers are worthwhile, your recruits will most likely continue to volunteer with 

your organization.  

Some ideas to incorporate into a volunteer program to improve retention include: 

• Cultivate and encourage networking with other volunteers and staff. Consider hosting a monthly 

or quarterly meeting with volunteers to provide them the opportunity to spend time with one 

another outside their normal duties—you may also bring in a staff or an outside speaker to talk 

about a topic of interest. 

• During the recruitment phase, be sure to put volunteers in the best possible position for 

success. It is not a good idea to let someone who indicates in their interview they do not like 

working with children to lead your youth projects. However, that same volunteer may have a 

carpentry background and jump at the chance to take a lead role making sure all your tools are 

in proper working order for the season. 

• Provide opportunities for volunteers to give meaningful feedback through periodic evaluations 

or roundtable discussions. Work with your experienced volunteers to improve the program.  

• Offer ongoing trainings and certifications to improve skills and encourage them to use new skills 

in more advanced or varied volunteer positions. 

Volunteer Job Description 
Examples and Templates 

o CPW Volunteer Raptor Monitor 

Job Description 

o SOLS Create Your Own Volunteer 

Job Description 

http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/RaptorMonitoringProgram.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/RaptorMonitoringProgram.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/CreateYourOwnVolunteerJobDescriptions_SVC.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/CreateYourOwnVolunteerJobDescriptions_SVC.pdf
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• Integrate environmental stewardship education opportunities as a part of your project day. 

Volunteer projects are great opportunities to deliver the message of why the work you are 

doing is important. 

Best Practice: Retaining volunteers starts by implementing good recruitment practices and offering 

ways in which your volunteers can deepen their involvement in your organization. Develop a timeline 

for volunteer involvement that progressively deepens engagement and moves volunteers into 

increasingly engaging roles, such as leadership opportunities or further involvement in the 

organization.   

Orientation and Training Efforts  
Volunteers want to contribute their time and talents to organizations that allow them to make 

meaningful impacts. Agencies and OSOs want to ensure volunteers have safe, quality experiences that 

help accomplish work goals while encouraging volunteers to return in the future. To accomplish both 

successfully, volunteers need to receive the support, direction, and training required to fulfill their 

assignments.  

Establishing a routine for orienting and training volunteers is an important investment in the long-term 

success and sustainability of an OSO. Taking adequate time to provide to all volunteers with information 

about your group or organization will lead to better retention, increased community support, and 

volunteers that are more effective in their duties. 

The specific project—based on its length, size, and complexity—will dictate the type and amount of 

volunteer training required for a given project. Single or one-day volunteer projects, for example, may 

simply require on-site training on the day of the project. On-site volunteer training may include a brief 

overview of the need for the project, some basic instruction on what the work entails, followed by a 

quick training on methods. These kinds of projects may not require additional volunteer screening or 

technical training. As the length and complexity of the project increases it is a safe bet that additional 

volunteer training will be beneficial.  

Developing Volunteer Leaders to Build Capacity  
The need for trained volunteer leaders has never been more important in Colorado, as highlighted in the 

findings and recommendations of COSC’s 2014 study Caring for Colorado Public Lands. Land managers 

do not have adequate time to train and manage volunteer stewards, and many OSOs report a lack of 

trained volunteers and the need for additional training resources. These technically skilled individuals 

are the most cost-effective links in building the level of capacity increasingly demanded by land 

managers as they continue to rely more and more on the public for labor support. 

A well-trained leader has two main skills. The first is the ability to lead volunteers in a safe and 

productive manner, ensuring that the work needed by the land manager is completed to required 

standards. The second is an aptitude for creating a volunteer experience that is fun, positive, and 

rewarding. Both qualities are essential for encouraging volunteers to return for future work. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjSqb6l0sLZAhVN8GMKHWUqB3gQFggpMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.voc.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fattachments%2FCaring_for_CO_Lands_COSC_Executive_Summary_FINAL_0.pdf&usg=AOvVaw30JXWKI5cXXD7dpQP7SEu-
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Best Practice: Colorado OSOs and PLMs look for quality training and technial skill development for 

volunteers. While some organizations may work directly with a PLM, more and more PLMs have less 

staff resources to dedicate to these trainings and volunteer management efforts. Using replicable and 

standardized training techniques is strongly encouraged and increasinly required qualification for 

volunteer to be able to work on public lands. 

Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado operates the Outdoor Stewardship Institute (OSI), which offers high-

quality and affordable training courses to any organization, volunteer, or land manager staff wanting to 

learn new technical and volunteer management skills. Training one leader through OSI costs about $450. 

A 2014 survey of OSI-trained leaders indicated that they went on to lead approximately 50 volunteers 

annually—a donated labor value of $10,040. On average, OSI trains 200-300 leaders each year.   

OSI works with experts in the field to 

develop and teach in-depth curriculum 

covering topics such as: 

• Volunteer leadership/crew leading 

• Trail design, building, maintenance, 

and restoration skills 

• Ecological, habitat and 

fire restoration 

• Volunteer project management 

• Working with youth 

• CPR/First Aid 

• Crosscut saw skills training and 

certification 

• Drainage structure maintenance and 

installation 

• Rock skills 

Offering training and leadership development—by using OSI or in partnership with your land manager 

partner—to those who repeatedly volunteer with your organization can also be an effective retention 

strategy. In addition to the basic volunteer job description you may have developed, you may want to 

consider developing a job description outlining additional volunteer benefits such as:   

• Enhanced training for safety procedures (CPR/First Aid training); 

• Training in technical skill development, volunteer leadership, and project management; 

• Periodic refresher trainings and continued learning opportunities for their area of interest or 

other topics of interest; and 

• Bonus and exclusive opportunities to learning more about your program or organization or 

invitations to special events. 

Well-trained volunteers can become your greatest advocates while also providing paid staff the ability to 

focus on other work priorities. They can take on additional responsibilities, serve as mentors, or lead 

other volunteers. They can assist with building capacity by helping with recruitment of new volunteers. 

Photo Credit: RiversEdge West 

http://www.voc.org/osi
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Time and resources invested in a good training program for all levels of volunteer involvement will serve 

your program well. 

Best Practice: Develop a basic orientation program for all volunteers, including information on your 

organization and the need for volunteer services. Consider deepening your volunteer engagement and 

volunteer retention by offering enhanced training and leadership opportunities. Assess your own 

organization’s technical skill capacity to train and equip volunteer leaders to improve your 

stewardship efforts. Build outdoor leadership and technical capacity through volunteer leadership 

trainings, and by working with your land management partners to gain appropriate skills to pass along 

to your volunteers.  

Recognizing and Rewarding Your Volunteers  
It is important to show volunteers that you appreciate their work and to express your gratitude for their 

time and efforts. Such recognition conveys the message that your organization values the unique 

contributions made by each volunteer. Volunteer recruitment and training is time consuming, so it is in 

your best interest, and the volunteer’s best interest, to ensure that your supporters enjoy fulfilling 

experiences and feel that their efforts are appreciated. Volunteers are also your best ambassadors— 

their experiences will directly impact the way in which they represent your organization and its mission 

to others.  

As you design and plan your recognition efforts, you may want to reflect on what motivated your 

volunteers to work with you, and the volunteerism “culture” at your organization. Some organizations 

are very informal while others may handle recognition in a more structured manner. However, you 

choose to handle volunteer recognition it should match your organization’s general engagement style.  

Simple recognition and reward ideas include:  

• Posting photos on social media of a day of service to recognize volunteer efforts. 

• Making sure volunteers are highlighted in your annual report or newsletters. 

• Nominating a volunteer for an award from your organization or for another local/state award. 

• Offering continuing education and trainings to reward skills and leadership development. 

• Hosting a volunteer appreciation dinner (or potluck) to encourage community-building with 

fellow volunteers. 

• Providing small, donated, or purchased gifts to represent number of hours worked, the number 

of years of service with your organization/project, or to honor a particularly significant 

contribution. 

• Providing breakfast, lunch, or an afternoon treat for volunteers on a project. For youth projects 

during the summer, there might be nothing better than celebrating with some watermelon or 

ice cream at the end of the workday. For adults, they might enjoy a trip to the brewery where 

the first round is compliments of your organization. 

• Offering items volunteers can wear or use while volunteering or recreating outdoors such as 

coffee mugs, water bottles, t-shirts, hats, or other items with an appropriate logo, emblem, or 

seal representing your agency/organization 
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• Producing medals, certificates, plaques, or framed photos that be personalized with volunteers’ 

achievement. 

• Developing an award unique to your agency/organization. For example, volunteers with 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife receive an annual State Park Pass after 48 hours of volunteer service 

within a consecutive 12-month period. 

Best Practice: While every organization needs to develop its own volunteer recognition standards and 

practices, the following volunteer recognition best practices developed by Volunteer Canada provide 

a good starting point in creating recognition guidelines for your organization: 

o Make it a priority. Recognizing the 

work of volunteers is crucial for any 

organization that wants to retain its 

volunteers and attract new ones. 

Designate someone in your 

organization to be responsible for 

ensuring that ongoing recognition of 

volunteers takes place. 

o Do it often. Recognition of volunteers 

should happen on a year-round, 

frequent and informal basis. Begin by 

saying “thank you” often! 

o Do it in different ways. Vary your 

recognition efforts, from the informal 

thank you and spontaneous treats to 

more formal events.  

o Be sincere. Make each occasion to recognize volunteers meaningful and an opportunity to 

reflect on the value volunteers bring to your organization. 

o Recognize the person, not the work. “You did a great job!” as opposed to “This is a great job!” 

o Make it appropriate to the achievement. A simple thank you through a post-project may be 

appropriate for those volunteering occasionally; a dinner or special recognition event may be 

better suited to recognizing the service of longer-term volunteers and volunteer leaders. 

o Be consistent. Make sure that whatever standards of recognition you establish can be 

consistently maintained by your organization in years to come. Holding a volunteer 

recognition dinner one year sets up expectations for future volunteers. 

o Be timely. Try to arrange recognition soon after an achievement has been reached—delaying 

until weeks or months later diminishes the value of your gratitude. 

o Customize it. Getting to know each of your volunteers and their interests will help you learn 

how best to recognize each individual and make him or her feel special. 

 

Photo Credit: RiversEdge West 
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CPW Volunteer Raptor Citizen Scientists Case Study 
 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife utilizes hundreds of volunteers to do what it cannot do with staff 
alone––monitor the expansive habitat of birds of prey across twenty-one state parks.  

 

 

  

Raptors, or carnivorous birds of prey, such as eagles, hawks, owls, and falcons, are keystone 

species within the larger ecosystem. By monitoring these birds, biologists are able to develop a 

better understanding of the health of the ecosystem as a whole. Some raptors have specific 

breeding and nesting needs that can indicate something about the functions of the larger system. 

This is especially useful information for land managers when making decisions about balancing 

conservation and recreation, such as when determining whether to close a trail or climbing route. 

Bald eagles and northern harriers provide good windows into the ecosystem puzzle, and whether 

certain areas of the park may be experiencing excess disturbance. From there, we can formulate 

suggestions about how to promote healthy system functioning.  

The sheer intensity and vastness of the work makes it difficult to monitor all of Colorado Parks and 

Wildlife’s (CPW) nests efficiently. That is why CPW staff turn to over 100 citizen science volunteers 

through the Statewide Raptor Monitoring program. These volunteers are instrumental to the 

monitoring the significant features within our parks. They work in all types of weather using GIS 

technology and apps such as iNaturalist to pinpoint nest locations to investigate and record their 

observations such species, behavior, and activities. This information is tracked over time and used 

by staff when considering land use and recreation changes.  

The program is currently active within 21 different state parks, including every park on the Front 

Range, with four new parks on the Western Slope planning on starting programs in spring 2018. 

Last year volunteer contributed 5,600 raptor sightings and monitored over 3,000 nests, with over 

380 verified offspring of 19 different species. 

"Volunteers play a key role in CPW's ability to manage state parks and public lands, as well as 

contribute to ongoing research through citizen science," said Jeff Thompson, Natural Resource 

Stewardship Coordinator who oversees the Raptor Monitoring program. "Raptor monitoring is a 

wonderful way for volunteers to get involved with land stewardship in a hands-on, meaningful 

way. Last season, we had 7,160 hours of volunteer monitoring across the state. We couldn't have 

been able to grow the program to the level it has without the continued dedication and 

commitment of these amazing volunteers." 

 



 

 

 Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Best Practices Guide Page 17 of 31 

Best Practices Guide 

 
Working Effectively with Land Managers  Chapter 2  
 

This section includes: 

• Know Your Land Manager and Their Expectations 

• How to Establish a Formal Agreement 

• The Importance of Partnerships 

 

Engaging volunteers in public land stewardship demands important considerations for all those involved. 

Working collaboratively and in partnership with land managers is key in ensuring success for on-the-

ground volunteer efforts. Clear communication between the OSO and land management agencies, 

cultural appreciation for and understanding of specific public land use, and formalized volunteer 

engagement agreements are some of the critical requirements for any group or organization wishing to 

coordinate volunteer work on public lands.  

Land management agencies at all levels of local, 

state, and federal government are increasingly 

looking to develop effective partnerships to 

strengthen their community relationships, to 

stretch limited public financial resources, and to 

better assist their agencies in building the next 

generation of stewards. OSOs are well 

positioned to offer and harness many of these 

important community-connecting resources. 

They can readily develop effective partnerships, 

often without the level of governmental 

constraints with which the land manager may 

have to contend. Furthermore, these kinds of 

innovative public-private partnerships are cost-

effective, offering funding and programming 

opportunities driven by additional mutually 

desired outcomes such as engagement of diverse and youth populations or specific land or water 

focused conservation and stewardship efforts. Collaborative partnerships also strengthen and nurture 

opportunities to leverage each participating entity’s strengths without duplicating efforts.  

OSO and Land Management Agency Relationships 
Identifying federal, state and/or local government agencies or managers responsible for the public lands 

of interest is an important concern. An OSO needs to be familiar with the land manager’s mission, 

priorities, funding, culture, existing or non-existing volunteer program and available opportunities. 

Recognizing legal authority from all agencies will serve as context for developing goals, and strategies, as 

Photo Credit: Vic Schendel 
Photo Credit: RiversEdge West 
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well as decision-making. Additionally, all OSO groups and organizations must work within laws, 

regulations, and policies of land management agencies. 

The respective roles and responsibilities of public land management agencies and OSO partners can be 

compared to navigating a boat. Public land agencies are essentially the boat captains, responsible for 

determining direction and choosing a course. OSO partners may serve as the deckhands and rowers, 

offering their labor alongside the captain, providing strength in propelling the boat along the captain’s 

charted route. An OSO is responsible for understanding the direction and goals of its captains at the 

agency, while the agency is responsible for understanding what the OSO’s sailors can do to help reach 

the next harbor.  

Best Practice: Early on, work together with your public land agency partners to gain clarity and 

understanding related to each entity’s mission and goals, establish realistic expectations about the 

level of resources that the agency and the OSO can each bring to the partnership, and establish a clear 

communication plan on how the partnership will unfold.  

Understanding Authorized Uses and Resource Impacts 
Approaches to how public lands are managed vary between local, state, and federal agencies, 

sometimes even within a single agency. Not all levels or departments have the same structure and 

priorities—thus, regulations and relationships will vary. For example, a governmental entity may be 

organized as a recreation district, water district, or managed by a special district or a state land board. 

The governmental entity is tasked with balancing public desires and multiple uses, from recreation to 

wildlife use, that maximize benefits for all. As a result, land managers are required to limit or minimize 

resource impacts while providing resource opportunities.  

Agencies create land management plans to provide direction and determine how they set priorities for 

the protection of public lands. For example, federal agencies are bound by regulations established in the 

National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), which serves as their mandate for the protection of the 

environment. Recreational infrastructure improvements on federal lands may need to wait for approval 

in a NEPA review before they can be carried out to ensure that the work meets federal environmental 

protection standards. Likewise, local land managers may work from master planning documents that 

have been established to guide them in building parks or trail systems. Planning documents are also 

frequently used to create financial planning mechanisms, including the use of volunteer labor.  

Best Practice: Become familiar with the land management planning efforts associated with agencies 

that your OSO hopes to partner with by asking your land management partner for information related 

to their specific requirements and planning documents. Actively becoming involved with an agency’s 

planning process, through public comment periods along with meeting directly with land 

management partners, can be a highly useful strategy to better understand the policies and direction 

required by the agency and the role your OSO can play. 
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Understanding and Using Agreements 
Workers and employees are generally entitled to broad employment rights. Things are different for 

volunteers—they are not automatically afforded rights like earning a minimum wage, time off for paid 

holidays, or protection against discrimination under various state and federal labor laws. In the case of 

volunteers, it is critical that agreements are put in place to protect both the volunteers themselves and 

the group or organization coordinating the volunteer engagement.  

Volunteer agreements serve as a way in which reasonable expectations may be articulated clearly to 

ensure protection of the OSO and its volunteers, and to outline appropriate legal authority between 

volunteers, the OSO, and the agency. 

Most volunteer partnership agreements have common elements 

that define and delineate the partnership arrangement. These 

may include: 

• Identifying the appropriate legal authority in the 

partnership 

• Defining the mutual interest in the goals and values of 

the partnership 

• Establishing the mutual non-monetary benefit 

• Stating the value of sharing and cooperative 

participation 

• Declaring no conflict of interest 

• Affirming voluntary participation 

Further, these agreements help all those involved to understand 

the roles and responsibilities that enable each party to meet 

respective obligations, including details related to funding, 

supplies, tools and material use, as well as purchasing 

procedures, project approvals, and volunteer labor agreements.  

Depending on the arrangement and partnership intent between 

an OSO and the public land management agency, various agreement instruments may apply in order for 

volunteer work to be legally and responsibly completed by the OSO. The type of agreement document 

used to help characterize the relationship between an agency and an OSO partner should be based on 

how that partnership transaction is determined. The options range from memorandums of 

understanding, to interagency agreements, as well as cost share and other cooperative financial and 

grant agreements. 

One of the most common agreements used in outdoor volunteerism is a Volunteer Service Agreement. 

Many federal agencies require such an agreement. They serve as a waiver and written agreement 

acknowledging that volunteers are unpaid and do not receive any benefits. Sometimes these 

agreements outline other kinds of expectations which require volunteers to uphold and support the 

agency’s ethical standards, and to follow the spirit of the agency’s policies and procedures.  

Colorado Land Managers 

Public and Private 

o Bureau of Land Management 

o Bureau of Reclamation 

o Colorado Parks and Wildlife 

o Colorado State Forest Service 

o Land Trust/Private Land 

o Local Agency/County Open 

Space/Municipal Parks  

o National Park Service 

o U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

o U.S. Forest Service 

https://www.blm.gov/colorado
https://www.usbr.gov/
http://cpw.state.co.us/
https://csfs.colostate.edu/
http://cclt.org/land-trusts
https://coloradoopenspace.org/about/
https://coloradoopenspace.org/about/
https://www.nps.gov/state/co/index.htm
https://www.fws.gov/offices/Directory/ListOffices.cfm?statecode=8
https://www.fs.usda.gov/main/r2/home
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Other agreements may be used to authorize financial payments to OSOs that engage in volunteer 

stewardship work. These are legally binding agreements, requiring applicable authorizations and 

documentation of project delivery and funding use. Both parties must comply with applicable local, 

state and federal laws, as well as the agency’s rules and regulations, in performing the agreement. Some 

agencies have a grants and agreements specialist who can help craft this element of the arrangement.  

Best Practice: Before you begin working with any land management agency, ask to review their 

volunteer agreement guidelines. A grants and agreements specialist may helpful in this effort. 

Ultimately, the OSO is responsible for understanding the volunteer agreement guidelines and 

effectively implementing those guidelines with their individual volunteers and as a partnering 

organization with the agency. Ensuring for adequate OSO financial oversight, along with appropriate 

legal authority to undertake contractual obligations in partnership agreements, is paramount prior to 

enlisting volunteers in the stated agreement work.  

Bringing Value to the Relationship  
Closely aligned community partners may often be even more valuable to a land manager than a single 

organization. Volunteer organizations are particularly well-suited to building strong community 

connections and collaborative efforts with other local nonprofits. All too often, volunteer groups and 

OSO organizations focus narrowly on their activity interest. Land managers are then faced with 

coordinating multiple groups, sometimes on the same project.  

Volunteers are committed and passionate people. As such, many may offer their time and talents to 

several different organizations; capitalizing on these multiple volunteer connections may offer ways in 

which strong partnerships can be fostered. 

Multi-use trail systems, for example, offer opportunities to build and strengthen a broad network of 

interest groups. Likely partners range from horsemen to motorized and non-motorized users, including 

hikers and mountain bikers, working together to support ongoing volunteer stewardship efforts. By 

coordinating OSO efforts on local trail systems land managers benefit from a full complement of skills 

and resources.  

Best Practice: Seek ways in which your volunteer efforts may be strengthened and sustained by 

tapping into a broader network of volunteers in your local community area or region. Ask your land 

management partner for suggestions on how your work may be better coordinated with other 

volunteers or volunteer groups that also work with that same land management partner. Become a 

strong volunteer resource to your land management partner by striving to coordinate your volunteer 

efforts with other community partners, openly communicating about each other’s volunteer 

opportunities and committing to shared resources as much as possible.  
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North Fruita Desert Trails Mecca Case Study 
 
Local communities and governments worked closely with land managers to develop a premier trail 
system that benefits the area quality of life, health and economics.  

 
After a number of unplanned trails developed in the late 1980s, the Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM) began discussions with local mountain bike enthusiasts and community leaders to design a 

sustainable trail system. Working together they gained clarity and understanding related to land 

manager's mission and goals, established realistic expectations about the level of resources that 

the agency and the OSO can each bring to the partnership, and established a clear plan on how 

the partnerships will unfold.  

Beginning in 1989 the BLM and local community leaders collaborated to create the Kokopelli Trail, 

Lunch Loop and North Fruita Desert trail systems.  Understanding and using volunteer and 

partnership agreements played a significant role in the creation of the trail systems.  The BLM and 

partners increased its capacity to build quality sustainable trails and better use of volunteers by 

sending volunteers to trails and crew leader trainings put on by organizations such as Volunteers 

for Outdoor Colorado's (VOC) Outdoor Stewardship Institute, the International Mountain Bicycling 

Association Trail (IMBA) Care Crew, and other BLM trainings.  

The success of the trail system can be attributed to the work of many partners, including Colorado 

Plateau Mountain Bike Trail Association, VOC, IMBA, REI, Community Hospital, Hilltop 

Experimental Learning Project, Bicycle Colorado, local bike shops, Colorado Parks and Wildlife 

State Trails Program, Grand Valley Trails Alliance, and Grand Valley Bike Patrol. 
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Safety and Risk Management Chapter 3 
 

This section includes: 

• The importance of assessment and oversight 

• Why liability waivers are essential 

• How to protect your organization through insurance 

 

No organization is immune to risk. In fact, every organization is exposed to legal, financial, and other 

risks every day. Regardless of your organization’s size and complexity, managing for risks and 

implementing safe practices is a critical concern to help avoid injury to employees, volunteers, and 

members of the public, and to reduce liability threats in the event of an accident. Different risk 

management approaches will be dictated by organizational size and structure combined with varied 

volunteer project activities, staff and volunteer leader qualifications, volunteer participant populations, 

tools and equipment, and organizational risk tolerance.  

Beyond the obvious benefit of keeping 

volunteers and members of the public safer, 

good risk management also minimizes your 

exposure to liability issues. Liability for most 

providers or sponsors of outdoor volunteer 

programs and activities typically arise from 

general negligence or premises liability. When 

an OSO solicits or encourages volunteer 

participation, the OSO assumes a duty to 

exercise reasonable care to prevent 

foreseeable injuries to participants. If a 

volunteer is injured on a project, chances are 

good these areas will be examined to see if 

the organizer contributed to the injury. If so, 

liability may well be asserted. Good risk management, therefore, involves the process of you and your 

organization identifying these key responsibilities, documenting how they are being addressed, and 

monitoring compliance.  

The following stages of risk management are important to all organizations engaging volunteers in 

outdoor stewardship. 

1. Pre-Project Assessment 

Good risk management starts well before the day of a stewardship event. In project planning, an 

assessment of potential risks should be performed, and methods to mitigate and warn participants of 

known risks should be considered. A project assessment should examine a range of factors, including: 

Photo Credit: VOC 
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• Involvement and determination of the roles and responsibilities of both the land manager and 

the OSO in the assessment effort. 

• Identification of the outdoor environment and/or project site risks. Example include geography, 

altitude, weather-related factors (including the potential for heat exhaustion or hypothermia), 

lightning, sunburn, frostbite, poisonous insects, snakes, and dangerous animals). 

• Identification of tools and appropriate tool use. 

• Identification of control measures to reduce probability of hazard. 

• Implementation plans for control measures (e.g., safety briefings, tool use training, proper 

modeling of tool use, issuance of designated Personal Protective Equipment, or PPE).  

2. Staff and Leader Training 

An organization must take reasonable care in staffing a program—this includes hiring, training, and 

supervision of staff or volunteer leadership responsible for oversight of participant volunteers. At a 

minimum: 

• All project staff and volunteer leaders should be trained in CPR/First Aid, Wilderness First 

Responder, or an appropriate certification.  

• All project staff and volunteer leaders should undergo rigorous risk management training aimed 

at keeping volunteers and the public safe on projects and while traveling to and from projects. 

3. Volunteer Management On-Site 

An organization should take reasonable care to inform volunteers about the work they will undertake, 

establish a process by which volunteers learn about the nature of the project activities, and are warned 

about the risks associated with participation. This allows volunteers to make informed decisions about 

participation and to assess their ability to do so safely (e.g., age requirements for safe tool use, physical 

exertion, altitude, or other environmental considerations). To safely manage volunteers and 

organization should ensure: 

• OSO has sufficient trained staff to volunteer and/or trained volunteer leader to volunteer ratios 

(e.g. one crew leader per five-ten volunteers) to manage the stewardship work and respond 

effectively in an emergency. 

• OSO considers its volunteers’ relative age, fitness, and experience when staffing its projects. 

• Staff and volunteer leaders hold safety talks prior to each project and as needed throughout the 

project, especially when conditions change. 

• Volunteers are regularly assessed for proper PPE and other safety practices such as head, ear 

and eye protection, sun protection, hydration, gloves, and proper footwear. 

• Provide volunteers with the proper tools for the job and assure that they are well-maintained. 

• Volunteers are informed of and understand emergency procedures, including evacuation routes 

and communication protocols. 

• Volunteers are aware of the location of first aid kits, radios, and other communication devices. 
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Contingency Planning 
No matter how well planned and managed an event is, accidents will still happen. An organization 

should have a contingency plan which helps the organization and its staff and leaders respond in 

emergency situations, including: 

• Development of an emergency response plan for medical emergencies occurring at the 

volunteer project site 

• Chain of command during incident response 

• Evaluation plan 

• Area emergency services 

• Protocols for staff/volunteer leader responses to injuries 

• Protocols for evacuation and emergency travel 

• Identification of communication channels among OSO, land agency, and emergency personnel 

• A detailed post-incident response and communication plan 

Volunteer Waivers of Liability 
Requiring volunteers to read and sign a Waiver of Liability is 

essential for protecting an organization from the risks inherent 

in performing outdoor volunteer stewardship work. Not only 

should waivers be collected, but they must be archived and 

accessible should an organization face a liability claim. A good 

liability waiver should:  

• Describe the inherent risks of the activities to be 

undertaken with the statement that the participant 

voluntarily chooses to participate in these activities and 

voluntarily assumes the risk of injury from them. This 

transforms the doctrine of “inherent risk” described 

above into a contractual undertaking that most states 

will enforce. 

• The key to the effectiveness of this phase of the agreement is a proper description of the 

inherent risks. This also serves the function of educating participants about the nature of the 

activity to be engaged in and can be used as a basis for a safety talk with participants at the 

outset of volunteer activity. 

• Release in advance the sponsor or provider of the volunteer activity (and all its officers, 

directors, and employees) from any liability for damages arising out of the program activities, 

including negligence. 

• Have an indemnity clause which holds harmless the provider of the volunteer project in the 

event of a suit for damages contrary to the person’s undertaking in the agreement, or for a suit 

brought on behalf of a spouse or child of the person signing the agreement. If covered in the 

indemnity clause, the agreement can require the person who signs the agreement to pay for a 

Risk Management Resources 
Examples and Templates 

o America Outdoors Risk 

Management Manual  

o BLM Risk Management 

Worksheet 

o VOC Volunteer Waiver 

o VOC Crew Leader Risk 

Assessment Form 

https://www.americaoutdoors.org/america_outdoors/files/pdf/AORiskManagementManual.pdf
https://www.americaoutdoors.org/america_outdoors/files/pdf/AORiskManagementManual.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/Sample%20Risk%20Managment%20Assessment_VOC%20Garden%20Park%20Project.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/Sample%20Risk%20Managment%20Assessment_VOC%20Garden%20Park%20Project.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/VOC_GENvolreleaseREV2018.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/VOC%20Crew%20Leader%20Manager%20Risk%20Assessment%20Form.pdf
http://outdoorstewardship.org/sites/default/files/best_practices_guide/VOC%20Crew%20Leader%20Manager%20Risk%20Assessment%20Form.pdf
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court judgment as well as any attorney fees incurred in defense of a suit brought contrary to the 

agreement. 

• If the participant is a minor, then the minor should sign the agreement and the minor’s 

parents/guardian should also sign, ideally by both of them. 

• Be reviewed by an attorney familiar with relevant state law.  

• Be securely stored and archived for the duration specified by law—or seven years under 

Colorado Revised Statutes 

Third Party Transfer and Obtaining Insurance  
While every organization strives to be accident free, a good insurance policy serves as a necessary piece 

of the risk management puzzle. Without liability protection your organization, and potentially those who 

lead it, could be held liable for the damages which result from accidents at hosted events. OSOs should 

discuss the following coverage with their brokers: 

• General commercial liability policy coverage 

• Use of professional liability coverage 

Other insurance considerations include obtaining coverage in the following areas: Auto Insurance, 

Directors and Officers Liability Insurance, Workers Compensation Insurance, No-Fault Medical Benefits, 

and Umbrella Policies. 

Best Practice: No organization is immune from risk. It is how risks are managed that can make or 

break a good organization. The key to risk management success is planning and more planning. Strive 

to account for all possible risks, even those that are highly unlikely, by carefully reviewing your 

organization’s potential liability, and what you might be responsible for should something go wrong. 

Be sure to create systems, develop standard practices, and review procedures as outlined above that 

help mitigate those risks. 

 

 
Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado’s Safety Net Case Study 
 
“Safety Net” is a term VOC uses to identify a general emergency action plan and basic procedures 
for responding to an emergency requiring medical or other assistance on any project.  Crew 
Leaders are oriented to the Safety Net when they go through VOC’s Crew Leader Training program, 
and they share the overall process with their project teams during a risk management talk at the 
beginning of the project work day. 
 
VOC has a good safety track record with very few instances of on-project accidents.  However, 

even in the best situations, accidents can happen.  On a project at a Colorado State Park several 

years ago, a volunteer was moving a large boulder when it slipped, catching his hand under the 

rock. The volunteer was confident that nothing serious had happened, yet the Crew Leader upon 

witnessing the accident was concerned that there could be broken or badly bruised areas on the 

volunteer's hand.  
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Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado’s Safety Net Case Study 
 
At that point, VOC's Safety Net was activated. The Crew Leader determined that he needed to 

inform a member of VOC's project team that there had been an accident on the project site and 

that he determined that the volunteer should have medical or other assistance to determine the 

severity of his hand injuries.   

First, he quickly instructed his remaining crew members to stop working and to remain in the area. 
He situated the injured volunteer off the trail, assessed initial injuries, and then asked for two 
crew members to assist him as messengers.  He instructed the two crew members to go in 
opposite directions along the trail to find a Project Team member, identified always on VOC 
projects by their red hats.   
 
Project Team members carry two-way radios and are able to contact the nearest first aid trained 
personnel assigned to every project.  He also instructed each of the two crew members to return 
immediately to the crew to relay that message been appropriately communicated. Within minutes 
a first aid trained project team member arrived and the Crew Leader was able to assist her by 
providing pertinent information concerning the victim and the incident and remained prepared to 
help if requested. In this situation, the injured volunteer was assisted down the trail by the first 
aid trained project team member where he was then transported in her vehicle to the nearest 
hospital, identified in VOC’s emergency evacuation plan, for an evaluation on his hand.   
 
The Crew Leader, who had remained with his crew, then reinforced safety protocols and the crew 
returned to work.  At the end of the project day, an VOC Incident Report was completed by the 
VOC on site Project Team Leader, assisted by the Crew Leader and several crew members who 
served as witnesses.  The injury was then appropriately reported and documented with staff at 
the VOC offices.  
 
The injured volunteer returned that evening to the project site and was able to drive himself home 

that evening.  Two days following the project, VOC’s Project Manager called the volunteer to 

ensure his hand was healing appropriately.   
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Data Collection and Impact Reporting Chapter 4 
 

This section includes: 

• Tracking and reporting is as important as the work accomplished 

• How to create a culture of reporting and accountability 

• The difference between outputs and outcomes 

 

Data collection and accurate reporting of volunteer efforts and stewardship accomplishments offers 

important information for OSOs, PLMs, volunteers, and funders. Data-driven reports, including both 

qualitative and quantitative data, can increase visibility for OSOs and PLMs as they detail the work 

accomplished and the experiences of volunteers, thereby attracting others to volunteer and gaining 

support for ongoing stewardship efforts. 

Organizations that demonstrate their impact 

with reliable and evocative reporting are likely 

to enhance their credibility and reputations. 

Such data can also be used to increase 

funding, generate in-kind donations, and 

advance the recruitment of a strong volunteer 

base. 

Data may also provide visible indicators to 

demonstrate progress in real time and over a 

duration of time by capturing baselines and 

helping to highlight trends. For example, in 

addressing long-term habitat restoration 

efforts, cumulative data offers ways in which 

management decisions can be made to 

determine ongoing stewardship or changes in 

landscape conservation efforts.  

Effective data collection is commonly understood to be an essential practice for OSOs. Yet, many smaller 

or less well organized OSOs often lack resources to build or use a data collection framework that would 

enable their data to be useable as an evaluative tool for organizational improvement or aggregated with 

other organizations for stronger and more compelling collective impacts. For purposes of this guide, we 

have identified several basic reporting efforts for evaluating on-the-ground volunteer stewardship 

efforts regardless of organizational size and capacity. 

Best Practice: Create a culture of accountability in your organization. Taking time to prioritize 

resources and systems, as well as directing a point person within your group or organization to 

oversee these efforts, will ensure timely and accurate reporting occurs. This will in turn help to 

provide basic standardization, quality control, avoid duplication and present opportunities to share 

your organization’s information with PLMs, other institutions, and the public. 

Photo Credit: VOC 



 

 

 Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Best Practices Guide Page 28 of 31 

Best Practices Guide 

Basic Reporting of Hours and Numbers  
Every organization should strive to reliably track basic data about your organization’s stewardship 

activities such as number of events and volunteers, and hours of labor performed. Understanding the 

basic outputs of your organization is the first step toward 

building a robust tracking and reporting system for your OSO. 

Four basic data points are: 

• The number of projects performed 

• The number of volunteers on each project 

• How many hours volunteered by individuals 

• The monetary contribution equivalent of the volunteer 

work 

The last data point, monetary contribution, can be calculate 

using hours of labor performed multiplied by the dollar value of 

that labor. The Independent Sector offers national and state 

value of volunteer time. This estimate helps to quantify in a 

standardized way the labor value volunteers provide.  

Know Your Volunteers Through Demographics  
As an organization grows and matures, understanding the demographic makeup of its volunteer base 

becomes increasingly important. Data that details volunteer diversity, for example, may require 

additional collection efforts about your volunteers. Common fields include: 

• Age or age range 

• Gender identification 

• Location of primary residence 

• Race or cultural identification 

You may also need to reassure volunteers that this information will be kept confidential by having your 

organization’s privacy policy prominently posted in online and printed materials. 

Outcomes and Accomplishment Reporting 
Tracking stewardship outputs––such as volunteer hours––is a good way to understand the scope of 

tasks an organization performs, but the tracking of the actual outcomes of those hours worked is the 

hallmark of an organization with a well- developed tracking and reporting system. For example, an 

organization that performs trail work may start by reporting the number of volunteers and hours of 

volunteer labor, but to understand the true value of that labor it may become necessary to articulate 

on-the-ground accomplishments in quantifiable terms, such as number of new miles of trail constructed, 

the number of water management features installed, or the linear feet of trail cleared of deadfall. 

Capturing this information offers an enhanced and compelling story, potentially attracting more 

partners and enhanced funding.  

The Value of Volunteer Time 

The Independent Sector determined the 

value of volunteer labor averaged across 

the nation at $24.14 per hour, and 

specifically in Colorado at $25.97 per 

hour based on 2016 statistics. Updated 

rates and rates specific to other states 

can be found at:  

o IndependentSector.org/resource/

the-value-of-volunteer-time/  

https://www.independentsector.org/resource/the-value-of-volunteer-time
https://www.independentsector.org/resource/the-value-of-volunteer-time
https://www.independentsector.org/resource/the-value-of-volunteer-time
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Visuals and Storytelling 
Developing a mechanism to capture post-project feedback from volunteers and land managers is 

another way in which story can be woven from project and volunteer data. Quotes from volunteers 

offer experiential anecdotes to share with funders, other volunteers, and community groups. “Before 

and after” pictures can help capture results, with in-progress photos offering ways in which labor, 

materials or other activities can be easily captured and shared. Photos taken years after a project can 

demonstrate the longevity and sustainability/success of the stewardship work over time. Images also 

provide a compelling storytelling component for fundraising, sharing the message of stewardship and 

capturing the experience at an event. 

Best Practice: Tell a story. Stewardship tracking and reporting is more than just data points of hours, 

miles, and acres. Successful organizations will use evocative images, movies and words to tell a story 

that data alone cannot tell. Motivate your staff, volunteers, and funders toward grander goals with 

great data and great narrative. 

 

 

 

 

  Public land managers, funders, and outdoor stewardship organizations often use inconsistent 

reporting metrics which creates difficulty when trying to assess the statewide performance and 

progress of collective OSO stewardship efforts. Over a yearlong planning process funded by Great 

Outdoors Colorado, The Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Coalition identified common volunteer 

and stewardship accomplishment metrics and developed an online and open access system for 

collecting and aggregating data from OSOs across Colorado.  

This coordinated, statewide evaluation system with common reporting criteria is intended to 

strengthen programs and increase financial investment in volunteer work at a statewide level to 

benefit all organizations large and small. The system uses an interactive reporting tool which 

customizes reporting questions to each individual organization. The customized report strives to 

strike a balance between collecting rich data and not presenting users with an overly burdensome 

survey. 

Each season a call will go out to collect reports of OSO outputs and outcomes using this statewide 

reporting tool. Be sure your organization gets that call by adding your organization to the 

database and online assent map of the great stewardship organizations working across Colorado.  

Please register your organization at: 

o OutdoorStewardship.org/survey 

 

Statewide Stewardship Metrics and Reporting Case Study 
 
Outdoor stewardship organizations collectively demonstrating impact and telling the stewardship 
story utilizing a common tracking and reporting framework.  
 

http://outdoorstewardship.org/survey
http://outdoorstewardship.org/map
http://outdoorstewardship.org/survey
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 Carrying These Lessons Forward  
 

The Statewide Stewardship Initiative (Initiative), launched in March 2017, was organized through the 

Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Coalition (COSC), and generously funded through a special initiative 

grant from Great Outdoors Colorado.  The Initiative was conceived specifically to create systems and 

tools––based on proven practices––designed to strengthen and build Colorado’s outdoor stewardship 

organizations (OSOs) to more effectively recruit, retain and equip volunteers to work with partnering 

land managers on impactful and critically important 

stewardship efforts.  

The Initiative relied on significant public involvement and 

comments collected from individuals and organizations 

across the state, helping to shape the development of this 

guide and the other Initiative tools while also guiding 

discussion among stewardship partners to foster support for 

greater collaborative and scaled on-the-ground stewardship 

work. 

The three foundational tools developed by the Initiative to 

guide OSO stewardship practices in Colorado include:   

1) The Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Best Practices Guide which offers a set of standards to 

improve the quality, consistency and reliability of the work of outdoor volunteer stewardship 

organizations; 

2) An accessible Online Database and Asset Map of Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Organizations 

developed to showcase OSO operations around the state, along with details about the type of 

work and capacities of each organization; and,  

3) A Unified Framework for Tracking and Reporting Metrics and online portal for collecting 

comprehensive and uniform metrics measuring stewardship outcomes to allow for the 

assessment of statewide progress of OSO stewardship efforts.  

These tools and more information about the Initiative and its host, the Colorado Outdoor Stewardship 

Coalition, may be found at: 

• OutdoorStewardship.org 

Please consider joining in our effort to build collaborative, diverse, impactful, and sustainable 

stewardship movement in Colorado to address the increased demands on our state’s natural heritage.  

  

http://outdoorstewardship.org/
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About the Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Coalition 
The Colorado Outdoor Stewardship Coalition (COSC) is a collaboration of nonprofit stewardship 

organizations and federal, state, and local land managers that promotes stewardship of Colorado’s 

outdoors, elevating the awareness and engagement of all Coloradans in caring for the state’s outdoor 

spaces. The Coalition has been working since 2010 to organize forums for stakeholder organizations and 

to document and convey the collective impact of outdoor volunteer stewardship. We welcome you to 

join our members: 

• American Hiking Society

• Backcountry Horsemen of Colorado

• Bureau of Land Management

• City and County of Denver Parks and Recreation

• City of Boulder Open Space and Mountain Parks

• City of Manitou Springs

• Coalition of the Upper South Platte

• Colorado Fourteeners Initiatiative

• Colorado Mountain Club

• Colorado Parks and Recreation Association

• Colorado Parks and Wildlife

• Colorado Trail Foundation

• Colorado Youth Corps Association

• Continental Divide Trail Coalition

• Crested Butte Land Trust

• Division of Parks & Wildlife

• Douglas County Open Space

• Friends of Colorado State Parks

• Friends of the Dillon Ranger District

• Front Range Backcountry Horsemen

• Groundwork Denver

• Gunnison County

• Gunnison Trails, Inc.

• Historicorps

• International Mountain Bike Association

• Jefferson County Open Space

• Lakewood Community Resources

• Larimer County Department of Natural Resources

• Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics

• National Park Service

• Poudre Wilderness Volunteers

• Roaring Fork Outdoor Volunteers

• Rocky Mountain Field Institute

• SLV GO

• Stay the Trail

• RiversEdge West 

• Telluride Mountain Club

• Trails 2000

• US Forest Service

• Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado

• Wildland Restoration Volunteers
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