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Volunteers
Most CSAs rely on volunteers to get all the work
on the farm done. The extent depends on the type
of CSA and how you want to run it. Some CSAs are
completely volunteer run, others have paid workers
but still require all members to volunteer, and others
are mainly run by employees but still welcome
volunteers on an occasional or regular basis.

structured opportunities for volunteering will help
to build a sense of community and ownership and
get some valuable work done. Some people will
have more time than others, so you may want to set
a minimum commitment for members to volunteer,
for example a few hours a month to share the load
and build community.

You need to set out from the beginning if you
expect members to volunteer at any level. Members
will require some supervision from the grower or
farmer so it is advisable to set specific times or days
as work days, and have some work ideas prepared.

Workshares

Volunteers can be a huge help on a CSA farm if you
think through how to welcome them and make sure
their efforts are put to best use. If you don’t, you’ll
just add to your workload. A group of people can
get a surprising amount of work done in a small
amount of time and putting the time in to arrange
this can really pay off. But a volunteer who turns up
once, only for a couple of hours, will achieve less
than the grower could in the time spent explaining
the task and making them feel welcome.

Members
An important part of a CSA is to encourage
members to become involved in the work of
the farm and in the running of the project as a
whole. Some CSAs make this a mandatory part
of membership, asking for a certain number of
hours work per month or year. This may deter
some people from joining, although you could offer
“armchair” membership for a higher cost for people
who aren’t able to volunteer.
Whether you adopt this policy or not, providing

Some CSAs offer workshares, which means that
members who volunteer for a specific amount of
time, maybe one day a week, get their veg share
completely free. Having workshare volunteers is
a good way to get reliable, trained-up volunteers
who will get to know a lot about running the CSA,
will gain experience in a wide range of tasks and
can possibly help manage other volunteers. For a
CSA with only one or two members of staff, having
workshares can really help to provide cover for
holidays, sickness and so on.

Why do people volunteer?
People choose to volunteer for all sorts of reasons.
Some volunteers may come because it’s a break
from their other responsibilities, others because
they are seeking company. For some it will be
about protecting the environment and a real
passion for what you are doing, or improving their
physical or mental health. Some may be doing it
to gain work experience in agriculture and others
simply want to do something positive to give back
to the local community.
Whatever the reason, some volunteers will
stay and come regularly each week, some may
give intense support daily for a few weeks or
months (see “Woofers” below). Others will come
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a few times and may not return. Volunteers are
individuals and, as such, will have different
abilities and skills to contribute. For all of these
reasons it is essential to be very clear about what
you expect from volunteers, including the tasks
they will need to carry out and times they will
need to be there.

Managing volunteers
Before you invite volunteers to your farm think
through carefully what they will experience and
what you hope to gain. You may want to have
regular days for volunteering either during the
week or at weekends so you can plan your work
around that.
It’s worth setting this out early on so that
volunteers know what to expect and when
to come to the CSA as it is always difficult to
communicate changes to large groups of people.
Having regular arrangements is usually best like
“Every Saturday from 10am – 4pm” or “The second
Tuesday of the month from 2pm – 5pm”.
Remember that volunteers are human! Despite
committing to come and help, sometimes they
don’t turn up on the day. If it’s pouring with rain
they may be put off or something may have
happened in their own lives. Let them know how
important their help is to the CSA but don’t make
them feel guilty if they are unable to come.
This free website is a great way to manage
volunteers if you want to know who is coming on
certain days. It also means that the volunteer feels
more committed to the timeslot they have chosen,
meaning they are more likely to show up and not
let you down! signupgenius.com
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Although not the most common arrangement
some CSAs have an open door policy just for their
members, so they can volunteer at times to suit them.
If you choose to have an open door policy make sure
it is clear what support you can offer and who is and
who isn’t welcome. For example can members bring
friends and family members? Do non-members have
to share a car with the member to reduce traffic to
the farm? Are small children welcome? Can they
bring their dogs?
If you allow members to volunteer when there
are no members of staff on site, make sure safety
instructions are clearly visible, volunteering
instructions are clear on an up-to-date “things to do”
list and that tools and gloves etc are available. It is
a good idea to have a “Just in case, where are we?”
notice with postcode and/or other directions to the
site in case of emergency. Make sure your insurer
knows about this arrangement and that volunteers
have received proper induction and training.
Volunteers’ effectiveness and skill levels vary wildly.
To get the most from your volunteers and to give
them the best possible experience, offer a choice of
tasks to do, ideally including “infrastructure” jobs
such as routine maintenance, carpentry tasks and
admin work as well as simple gardening tasks. Some
people will love weeding while others will prefer
home-based paperwork!
Volunteers who persist in volunteering on the farm
over several months or years become far more
useful on average than “one-off” visitors. Do what you
can to encourage, or even insist on, a longer-term
approach to volunteering, but avoid being rigid.
For instance don’t say: “We need you here every
Wednesday” as this can be off putting.
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Some people love to work in a big group, partly to
enjoy the company of others and also to get a real
sense of achievement at seeing a big task done
relatively quickly. Truly many hands can make light
work of what may initially seem an overwhelming
task. Others may prefer to work alone, to listen to
music or simply de-stress. If you can, give everyone
the choice.
When well managed and supported, having a strong
volunteer team can make an incredible difference
to your project. Keep a record of how they have
assisted and what you have achieved with their help.
This can also help if you have to provide supporting
information for grant applications. All volunteers
should have a formal induction and it’s good to have
a volunteer handbook so that you can make sure you
have covered everything.

How to find volunteers
CSAs can offer a lot of volunteering opportunities.
Many people want to grow their own but don’t have
access to land. Contact local organisations that
support community groups: they may well be able to
help you find volunteers (as well as supporting you
in other ways) and often they have newsletters or
websites that list volunteering opportunities.
Leaflet drops to local households close to your
CSA can be a good way to find both members and
volunteers, and use your website and social media
to promote opportunities. Advertise volunteer
workdays as specific events and get people to sign
up in advance so you know how many people
are coming.

Woofers
Willing Workers on Organic Farms (WWOOF)
wwoof.net is an international network which coordinates voluntary placements on organic farms,
known simply as “woofing”. If you want to attract
Woofers you’ll need to pay to become a host farm
and list yourself on the WWOOF UK website
wwoof.org.uk. Some people may even contact you
without your CSA even being listed, if they find out
about it elsewhere.

Many, if not most, Woofers will need some form
of accommodation and food. Caravan and tent
accommodation isn’t unusual for Woofers, but they
will need access to basic facilities and you must
ensure everyone is clear on what’s available before
they arrive and make sure that the landowner is
happy if they’re camping on site. Woofers generally
stay, depending on their itineraries, anything from a
few days to a few months.
As well as Woofers you may be able to get other
overseas volunteer placements, Caerhys Organic
Community Agriculture (COCA) welcomes
volunteers via the European EVS project.
europa.eu/youth/volunteering/project/3541_no

Corporate workdays
Some CSAs offer corporate workdays or “team
challenges”. Not only do you get a big group of
volunteers to help out for a day or more, but you
also get paid for it! This is normally something run
by big companies like banks. Corporate volunteers
generally like to get involved in a specific task that
will get finished while they are there, for example
erecting a polytunnel. Here’s more information
about team days run at Sutton Community Farm
suttoncommunityfarm.org.uk/join-in/teamchallenge

Looking after and retaining your
volunteers
Make all volunteers feel welcome and make sure
they all get introduced to each other. With any group
of individuals tensions and disagreements may
arise so keep an eye open for this. Set out the tasks
involved clearly and explain why they are needed.
More experienced volunteers are often delighted to
take “newbies” under their wing, and this can save
you a lot of work!
Brief everyone on health and safety for the
task involved and being on the farm in general.
Emphasise the issues that genuinely help to keep
people safe and show you actually care about
volunteers’ welfare, otherwise many people will
ignore health and safety as a “box ticking” exercise.
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Accidents can and do happen on farms, even
when there is little machinery. (see Health and
safety section)
Encourage volunteers to share their stories of
volunteering at the CSA and use this to promote
opportunities. If possible provide hot drinks and
biscuits and promote the idea of bringing something
to share for lunch.
Provide feedback to them. For example: “We
harvested two tonnes of squash today with the help
of 20 volunteers, without your help it would have
taken three people three days to complete.“
Celebrate successes with them. An annual
celebration bringing all the volunteers together can
help create a solid volunteer team. You could also
organise other regular social events for volunteers.
See the Events and educational activities section for
more ideas.
Use all their available skills – not all work will be
on the field. If someone has a strong financial or
marketing background and is willing to offer help in
that way then seize the opportunity.

Volunteer tasks
The jobs allocated to volunteers need to be
straightforward, fairly simple and have an achievable
end. It doesn’t really work to be doing a lot of small
jobs that need a lot of direction and intervention.
A larger job, such as weeding, digging carrots, or
harvesting where everyone can join in as little or as
much as they wish, is much more suitable. This also
allows more freedom to socialise.
You will also need to provide tools, gloves and so on
and have one person who oversees the work and
provides direction. It can also be helpful to have one
person to keep an eye out to welcome people as
they arrive.
Other tasks that can work well for large numbers
of volunteers include working together on specific
tasks such as hay making or barn building. This is
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especially useful in the formative years of the CSA
when it is important to build a sense of community.
Some CSAs provide specific activities for children
so that the parents can join in with the adult tasks.
Children love being involved in the farm though,
so it’s good to have some small supervised tasks
designed specially for them.
Be aware that people who generally require
additional support, such as some people with
learning disabilities, may require considerable input
from others.
This does not mean you should not welcome them
to the farm. But it does mean that you should
allow for, and if necessary budget for, someone
with the relevant skills to support them. You might
for example insist that someone with the relevant
skills accompanies a group to the farm, or seek
grant funding for staff costs yourself, or insist that
individual volunteers be accompanied by a
family member.
Sutton Community Farm have a Buddy Volunteer
scheme so trained up volunteers can support
others who have mental health problems and/or
learning disabilities suttoncommunityfarm.org.
uk/projects/buddy-volunteering Some CSAs also
offer volunteering opportunities to refugees or
asylum seekers, or ex-prisoners who may also have
additional support needs.

Expenses and transport
You cannot pay volunteers but you can reimburse
them for travel and any out-of-pocket expenses if you
have the budget to do this. Be clear from the outset if
this is going to be possible or not. Most volunteers won’t
ask for it but let them know if it’s possible as it could
make the difference between someone coming or not.
If your site is not easy to access using public
transport you may want to encourage people to
car share, cycle together or even organise a
minibus for bigger work days. If this is an obstacle to
getting a good group of volunteers together try
to find a solution.

What does
CSA mean
to you?

Helping out
on the farm,
getting fit and
learning new
skills
© Camel CSA

OTHER USEFUL LINKS AND RESOURCES

»»

Examples of how established CSAs attract volunteers: camel-csa.org.uk/volunteering;
thecommunityfarm.co.uk/volunteering/regular-weekday-volunteering

»»

Example of a written policy for volunteering from The Community Farm
thecommunityfarm.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/TCF-Volunteer-PolicyAPPROVED-Oct-20114.pdf

»»

Detailed information on volunteering at Sutton Community Farm
suttoncommunityfarm.org.uk/join-in/volunteering

»»

Sustain’s Food Coops Toolkit has lots of information which may also be relevant to CSAs
www.sustainweb.org/foodcoopstoolkit/volunteers

»»

This Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens film looks at what’s involved with
working with volunteers youtube.com/watch?time_continue=12&v=2iBX44yXt-s

