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Introduction

Volunteering plays a crucial role in sustaining the social, economic, and cultural fabrics of the
Toowoomba Region. As a regional local government, Toowoomba Regional Council (TRC or ‘Council’)
relies on the expertise and dedication of over 600 active volunteers across a range of internal
program areas, from event support and visitor information to library and cultural services.

Despite the clear benefits of volunteering, TRC, like many other regional councils, faces challenges in
supporting a thriving volunteer sector. Volunteer recruitment in regional townships remains a
persistent challenge in the post-COVID era, and while local volunteers are strongly motivated by civic
duty and social connections, factors such as changing demographics, time constraints, financial
costs, and a complex risk environment are placing increasing strain on volunteers and volunteer-
involving organisations. These challenges reflect statewide trends reported by Volunteering
Queensland.

This submission provides a local government perspective on formal volunteering, with a focus on the
realities faced by regional councils. It draws on insights from volunteer program supervisors, TRC’s
Annual Volunteer Survey, and commissioned research conducted by the University of Southern
Queensland.

TRC thanks the Queensland Government for undertaking this Parliamentary Inquiry into Volunteering
at a critical time, and hopes the findings will ensure volunteering remains a sustainable and valued
pillar of community life in regional Queensland.

Value and benefits of volunteering

As a regional council, TRC is responsible for a broad range of local government functions, including
the provision of community infrastructure, facilities, and services. Volunteers play an essential role in
supporting this work, and TRC is among the local governments in Queensland that take an active role
in directly managing volunteer programs. Alongside a workforce of 1,602 paid staff in 2023/24, TRC
engages over 600 active volunteers in formal roles across the Toowoomba Region.

TRC volunteers are engaged in both regular and episodic roles across dozens of internal program
areas. Many provide support in bushland parks, nurseries, historical sites, visitor information centres,
libraries, and art galleries. Others serve on local Australia Day and ANZAC Day working groups,
expert advisory committees, or as Regional Youth Leaders. Volunteers are especially vital to the
Toowoomba Carnival of Flowers, an event which attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors each year
and delivers significant social and economic benefits to the region.

The contributions of TRC volunteers—which last financial year totalled an estimated 24,439 volunteer
hours—equated to nearly $1.4 million’ in economic value in 2023/24. Their true impact extends far
beyond financial figures, however. Volunteers foster community connection, sustain the region’s
social, cultural, and ecological heritage, and enhance local services, programs, and events.

" Based on the replacement cost of a volunteer for the May 2024 reference period following Assoc.
Prof. Lisel O’'Dwyer’s methodology for calculating a dollar value figure for volunteering. More
information available online: https://vsant.org.au/value-of-volunteering/
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One of the most significant barriers to local government-led volunteering is the risk environment and
regulatory landscape. TRC’s volunteer programs are subject to Council governance processes and
public sector accountability, compliance, and risk management frameworks. As a consequence,
developing, funding, and coordinating Council-operated volunteer programs is a complex,
bureaucratic, and resource-intensive task, where risk mitigation is prioritised in organisational
thinking. TRC’s high public profile and its duty of care to volunteers and the community means that
internal volunteer programs are, as a rule, carefully structured, which often limits the flexibility that is
otherwise seen in private sector and community-led volunteer initiatives. Balancing organisational risk
and duty of care with the benefits of volunteering remains a continuous challenge for TRC.

That said, TRC’s stability and role as a local government has also afforded it a unique position to
maintain volunteer programs which explicitly promote community wellbeing and public benefit. A key
example can be found in TRC’s Youth Leaders Program®, which seeks to represent best practice
youth engagement in local government. At its core, a program of this nature requires robust risk
management, including screening and ongoing safeguarding. Yet, through continued commitment and
investment, TRC has developed an exceptionally successful youth development program which has
provided hundreds of young people with opportunities to connect, learn, and grow as active, engaged
community members. The positive social impacts of the Youth Leaders Program illustrate how local
governments, despite the constraints they face, can excel in volunteer program innovation.

Volunteer management challenges

Within this local government context, TRC’s volunteer program supervisors are facing several
challenges in recruiting, managing, and retaining volunteers. These challenges primarily relate to:

¢ Resource limitations. Volunteer management is complex, intensive, and increasingly
professionalised work. The time required to develop and coordinate volunteer programs is
difficult to resource, as most supervisors must balance volunteer management alongside
service delivery functions and other core business. This leaves little time to implement best
practice approaches within their program areas, and tends to create a silo effect, duplication,
and ad hoc volunteer management strategies.

¢ Workforce turnover. High staff turnover has led to additional pressures and loss of
institutional knowledge in some program areas, and significant investment is required to
develop new staff in volunteer management, program administration, and Council frameworks.

¢ Integration challenges. TRC recognises the value of volunteers. However, internal
operational planning, policies, and procedures remain primarily designed for a paid workforce.
As a result, volunteering is often not fully integrated into service models, budgets, or
workforce planning—one example being the absence of travel reimbursements for volunteers.
This is relevant across the public sector and raises broader questions as to the role of
volunteering within government service delivery models.

¢ Inclusive programs. While TRC actively seeks to foster inclusive communities, most internal
volunteer roles require specialised skills, experience, or a high degree of independence. For
inclusion-focused volunteer programs to be effective, inclusivity must be embedded into their
design, objectives, and resourcing.

5 Toowoomba Regional Council. (2024). Engaged & Active: Final Report — Toowoomba Regional
Council Youth Strategy 2019-2021. https://www.tr.qld.gov.au/community-business/community-
support/youth/16317-youth-strateqy-2025-2030
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