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by Adam Barnett, VFBV Chief Executive Officer

TIME WELL SPENT
As we put another fire sea-

son behind us, this would typ-
ically be the time of year that
many brigades move into
their planning and recovery
stages. 

With all brigade officer
positions being two-year
terms, 50 percent of brigades
will have had or will hold
their elections over the com-
ing weeks in preparation for
current terms expiring on
June 30. For many of those
606 brigades, this will be a
period of reflection on the
previous two years, as well as
discussions on the hopes and
aspirations of the brigades
and its members for the next
two as current leaders and
prospective leaders consider
their roles. 

For many, and with the fire
danger period behind us, it is
also a chance for brigades to
enjoy the reduced tempo that
this time of year often brings,
and which typically allows
brigades, groups and mem-
bers to rest up and recover
from the fire season just gone,
while juggling the normal
day-to-day incidents that
keep us busy all year long.

It is with this in mind that I
urge brigade and group man-
agement teams to consider
spending some time consider-
ing a long-term reengagement
strategy for members who

may have been left behind
over the last couple of tumul-
tuous years of reform, change
and the pandemic.

While the pandemic in par-
ticular has made training and
getting together really diffi-
cult and no doubt has
impacted on the morale and
cohesion of brigades and
groups, for many the effects of
the pandemic are still very
much in play. 

While public COVID
restrictions are being wound
down, there are many still
under immense pressure deal-
ing with the knock-on effects,
such as those frontline work-
ers still involved in areas
under crisis like our health
system and other sectors
experiencing high absen-
teeism due to vaccine man-
dates and isolation restric-
tions. Employers and self
employed are also grappling
with these same pressures.

There are also members
continuing to care for high-
risk individuals or family
members who need to con-
tinue exercising self-discipline
for their own risk settings. 

In other words, brigades will
need to plan long-term and be
patient in order to strike a
good balance between sup-
porting members who con-
tinue to have life pressures,
but also looking to ensure
those members remain con-
nected and engaged with CFA
and the brigade in general to
avoid them being left behind
or worse, stepping away alto-
gether.

I’ve had many a conversa-
tion with a volunteer express-
ing to me they are looking to
hang up their overalls. My
advice has always been the
same, in that you need to do
what is best for you but that I
urge you not to make a hasty
decision during a crisis, as
things can change quickly, and
you don’t want to look back
and regret it. 

Rushing people to return
before they are ready risks
being the straw that breaks
the camels back. But con-
versely - leaving it too late
risks these members being
further disenfranchised or
disconnected from CFA and
their brigade and potentially
losing interest in ever wanting
to return. This is a complex
problem and will require
many wise heads.

Given how hard and long it
takes to train new members,
and the importance of retain-
ing experience and knowl-
edge gleaned sometimes over
many decades – there is great
value in reaching out to mem-
bers one-on-one and building
an understanding of where
they’re at and exploring
options to reengage them at
an appropriate pace.

Give yourself some time
and space to allow your emo-
tions to subside. The same for
those impacted by vaccine
mandates. While vaccination
still remains the most effec-
tive means to protect you and
your family, forced vaccina-
tions hopefully won’t be here
forever. 

We are not alone in this
regard. National bodies across
the volunteer sector have all
reported a sharp disruption to
volunteerism during the

COVID-19 pandemic. For
example, in a report on volun-
teer involving organisations
across Victoria, Volunteering
Victoria reported a 50.2%
decline in the volunteering
participation rate, with a net
decline of almost 64.1% in
volunteering hours during the
first few months of the pan-
demic.

For those who have needed
to take a bit of a break from
their CFA duties over the last
little while, I would urge you
to keep your brigade
informed as to where you’re
at, as a shared understanding
and keeping the lines of com-
munication open usually
works wonders and helps the
brigade or group forward plan
upcoming training and
addressing any capability
gaps caused by your absence.

And with National Volun-
teer Week being held between
the 16th and 22nd May, this is
a great opportunity to reflect
on why we volunteer in the
first place. This year’s theme is
‘Better Together’ which sums
up CFA nicely.

In the 3V’s final report
‘Uncovering the hidden
value’ which VFBV con-
tributed to via the reference
group, readers would recall
that the value of emergency
management volunteering
was expressed through three
concurrent layers. 

These were emergency
management value (the value
of the contributions made by
volunteers to the direct out-
comes achieved before, dur-
ing and after emergencies);
the community strengthening
value (the broader value that
volunteers make that
strengthen their communities
and building community
resilience); and the volunteer
personal value which
describes the value of volun-
teering to volunteers them-
selves.

All up, Lateral Economics
estimated a conservative
indicative annual value of
between $1.9 to $2.5 billion
dollars of public value gener-
ated by Victoria’s 100,000
emergency management vol-
unteers, of which CFA volun-
teers make up more than half.

And to give you context of
the incredible economic force
that volunteers are, a group of
academics from John Hop-
kins University, USA pub-
lished a report in 2011 that
sought to measure the eco-
nomic value of volunteer
work globally. 

They found that nearly one
billion people throughout the
world volunteer, and they
coined the term ‘Volunteer
land’ to describe that if all
those volunteers were com-
prised a single country – it
would be the second most
populous country in the
world, with a total economic
value of their volunteering
US$1.348 trillion making their
volunteer contribution the
seventh largest economy in
the world.

However, it is that final
layer I mentioned earlier (the
volunteer personal value)
that often gets overlooked in
our discussions amongst each
other. From a volunteer per-
spective, this is understand-
able. Using the VFBV Volun-
teer Welfare and Efficiency

survey as a guide, we know
more than 90% of CFA vol-
unteers state the reason for
joining is to help the commu-
nity they live in, or the sense
of fulfilment they get from
supporting their community
in a meaningful way. This
explains why we don’t fre-
quently talk about what are
the direct benefits to volun-
teers from their volunteering,
as its not in our DNA to think
of ourselves.

It goes without saying, that
CFA volunteers are critical to
Victoria’s emergency man-
agement arrangements, and
they are the single largest col-
lective of professionally
trained and experienced first
responders protecting lives
and property across the State.

However, with many re-
evaluating their lives and
reflecting on what’s important
to them or not, it perhaps is a
good time to put it on the
table and ensure the full spec-
trum of the value of volun-
teers is understood and dis-
cussed, especially amongst
volunteers themselves.

Supporting this theory is
Andrew Haldane, who as the
Chief Economist of the Bank
of England, gave a lecture to
the Society of Business Econ-
omists in London in 2014
called ‘In giving, how much do
we receive?’. 

He claimed that the global
‘volunteer army’ would be
larger even still if individuals
had greater self-awareness of
the private benefits of volun-
teering. He went on to state
that research has shown that
people tend systematically to
under-estimate the positive
effect for them of giving to
others. He quotes an experi-
ment where people were ran-
domly assigned $20 to spend,
either on themselves or oth-
ers. Those who were told to
spend it on others subse-
quently reported significantly
higher subjective wellbeing,
than those who spent it on
themselves.

So, what is the personal
value from volunteering? The
3V’s report attributed per-
sonal value amongst emer-
gency management volun-
teers as: a sense of satisfaction
from helping their local com-
munity; improvements to
their own mental wellbeing
particularly through purpose
and social belonging; and
improvements to their own
skills and human capital.

More broadly, the UK gov-
ernment for example reports
the perceived benefits from
volunteers as reported
directly by them as: enjoy-
ment; a sense of personal
achievement; making a differ-
ence; meeting new people;
broadening their life experi-
ence; meeting different peo-
ple from different back-
grounds; improved mental
wellbeing; increasing their
confidence; learning new
skills and experience; feeling
less isolated; improving their
physical health and improving
their employment prospects
from the increased skills
learned while volunteering.

So, if for whatever reason
you have stepped away from
your CFA activities over the
last little while, use this time
to reflect on what’s important
to you and consider recon-
necting. No doubt, if you
joined CFA to help others
and your community, that is
likely still a high motivator for
you. 

And from a VFBV perspec-
tive, we will continue con-
tributing to the change man-
agement journey of ensuring
CFA is the best it can be. 

While all change takes time,
important progress is being
made to ensure CFA’s focus is
on its frontline service deliv-
ery and the people who
deliver those services to form
not only Victoria’s largest
emergency service, but Victo-
ria’s largest volunteer and
community based service
dedicated to serving the com-
munity from the community.

Backing up the evidence
from VFBV’s annual survey,
the UK’s National Council for
Voluntary Organisations pub-
lished its national survey in
2019 on the volunteer experi-
ence called ‘Time Well Spent’
which is instructive reading
for anyone operating within a
management role of a volun-
teer agency, brigade or organ-
isation. 

Not only did it find that
those who give more fre-
quently, benefit more from
the experience, but an over-
whelming 93% of volunteers
ranked ‘enjoyment’ as the
highest of perceived benefits.
This should act as a warning
for CFA and other formal vol-
unteering organisations
where bureaucracy and
administration is often
quoted as strangling all the
‘fun’ out of the experience.

And while first responders
would never describe attend-
ing emergency incidents as
‘fun’, the overall enjoyment
and satisfaction from being
part of an organisation that
makes such as incredible dif-
ference to people’s lives and
their perceived individual
ability to contribute to that
work and feel trained and
supported in the services they
provide should not be over-
looked.

Researchers refer to the
‘tipping point’ of negative
experiences that include: too
much of their time being
taken up; being out of pocket;
feeling pressured by the
organisation to do more; feel-
ing unappreciated and being
in conflict with others as sig-
nificant contributors to dissat-
isfaction. 

As I have often remarked
during this reform journey,
CFA volunteers will never
walk away from helping their
communities. 

However, if they feel their
time is being wasted or could
be better spent elsewhere, or
they are being taken for
granted or exploited – they
will leave CFA and find
another worthy organisation
within their communities
where they can make a differ-
ence. CFA must be an organi-
sation of choice that appeals
both to today’s volunteer, as
well as tomorrow’s. We
shouldn’t stop until it is.

VESEP grants
A reminder that applica-

tions for this year’s Volunteer
Emergency Services Equip-
ment Program close on 31
May 2022 and are due to your
District ACFO by this date.

You can access the VFBV
VESEP Help Pack from the
VFBV website or by calling
the office. The help pack is full
of info, tips and ideas to assist
you put together your VESEP
application.

VOL WEEK
National Volunteer Week

will be celebrated between
the 16th and 22nd May. On
behalf of VFBV we pass on
our deep gratitude, respect
and appreciation to all CFA
volunteers for the work you
do in your communities 24/7.

During the pandemic CFA
volunteers have maintained
their world class service deliv-
ery, adapted community edu-
cation activities to ensure
they continue uninterrupted,
and dealt with a fire season
that bought fire, storm and
floods also.

You have stood by your
communities through thick
and thin and without fuss.
Hold your heads high. Thank-
you and well done for your
incredible dedication and
service to the people of Victo-
ria and beyond.

Thank you for members’-
continued strong show of sup-
port! 

More than 93% of Brigades
demonstrated strong support
for VFBV’s important work
representing and advocating
for all CFA volunteers.
Thank-you to all brigades and
groups who affiliated last
year.

In the coming weeks VFBV
will be posting out the
2022/23 renewal notices for
your Brigade/Group’s VFBV
Affiliation and Welfare Fund
subscriptions. These will be
mailed out to Brigade and
Group secretaries with a due
date of 30 June 2022.   

Those brigades that pay
their VFBV affiliations before
30 June will automatically be
entered into a draw to win
one of four equipment prizes
valued at approximately
$4,000.  The prizes have for
the third year running been
donated by GAAM Emer-
gency Products and Powder-
safe and we sincerely thank
them for their continued gen-
erous support.  

We also strongly encourage

Brigades to subscribe to the
VFBV Welfare Fund. The
Welfare Fund is an exclusive
benefit to affiliated members
and VFBV fund all the
administration and operating
cost ensuring 100% of funds
donated go directly to CFA
volunteers experiencing per-
sonal hardship. 

The Welfare Fund provides
small grants of up to $5,000 to
assist volunteer members and
long serving ex members. The
grants support members and
their families experiencing
personal financial
hardship/crisis by providing
welfare grants, on a needs-
assessed basis, that may help
alleviate stress impacting
their ability to maintain
involvement as a volunteer.  

District Council’s continue
to promote opportunities for
members to contribute to the
vital work that VFBV per-
forms on behalf of all CFA
volunteers. Advocacy, support
and the provision of trusted
and credible advice are all
strengthened when members
work together and share a
unity of purpose. Become
involved today.

VOLUNTEER
TRAINERS

Want to help your fellow volunteers and contribute to CFA
training by becoming a formal trainer and assessor? VFBV is
continuing to pursue improvements to CFA’s Trainer and Asses-
sor program, that has already achieved approval for new invest-
ment in training qualifications, professional development
opportunities, access to workwear and PPC, and better access to
teaching aids like tablets, computers and learning materials. 

VFBV encourages members who are interested in becoming
TAs to look on the Training page on Members Online or search
‘VTA’ on Members Online to find out more information and
access nomination forms. Alternatively, your local Coordinator
Learning Development at District will be able to assist and can
explain the endorsement process.

VFBV AFFILIATION
FOR 2022/23


