FRIENDS OF THE BURKE-GILMAN AT SAND POINT
     Our group was started five years ago, when a church along the Burke-Gilman Trail expanded and cut down a row of large evergreens.  It exposed the church and the church’s parking lot.  The neighbors along the trail didn’t appreciate the exposure and formed an initial “Friends of” group to clear and plant the Burke Gilman Trail adjacent to the church property line.  We had a grant available but we did not have the volunteers to do the clearing.  My exposure to the group was spotting a small sign on the trail, calling a number and having a woman come down, and showing me what they wanted done.  I worked alone for four months.  I didn’t get much encouragement when I talked about recruiting more volunteers.  It wasn’t until I was able to take the Green Seattle Partnership’s steward class that I began really pushing to get more volunteers.  Our group eventually morphed from doing the small project at the church into one that has cleared, replanted and is maintaining almost two miles of the Burke-Gilman trail at this point.  We’ve gone from three active people to a total of 17 Stewards and a number of “regulars”.
     Some of the things that we did to encourage volunteering were as follows and are in scrambled order:
1. We always take time out from our work to talk to and explain to people passing by why we were clearing the Trail and what the plan is.  We added several Stewards and gotten donations by doing this.  Perhaps more important we’ve gotten community acceptance over time for the often major changes happening in the neighborhood.
2. If you can, put up small reader boards with information about what you are doing and when your work parties are.  2X2 legs and a piece of plywood will work if you laminate your information.

3. Send flyers to your local high schools.  In Seattle, at least, students have to do community service every year and are looking for you.

4. At your work parties, always explain the “big picture” about what and why you are doing the project.  Make sure the volunteers know how important their help is to your goals.
5. At the end of a work party, I always have the group stay long enough to take a picture.  While they are grouped up, I make sure to thank them for pushing our project along.  The picture goes up on our FaceBook page and we let people know where it will be – they will check the page.  We also tell them when our next work party is.

6. We like to have our work parties run from 9AM-1PM with a coffee break and treats of some sort mid-morning.  For us, it is easier to work with the coffee break, then a lunch break when working from 10AM-2PM as most groups do.
7. We set up a web site (www.burkegilmanvolunteers.org) and later a Facebook page linked to the website.  The Facebook page allows mini-blogs about what you are doing and another place to post work parties and events.  Posting work party pictures will pull your volunteers in to see their picture.

8. If you have access to Forterra’s CEDAR site to post your activities and work parties – USE it.  It is a great resource, for you and your volunteers.  It also greatly speeds your record keeping.  We usually have our data turned in the same day as a work party.
9. Depending on your park or the green space you are working in, you might want to consider other activities to expose people to your work.  We do monthly bird walks along a portion of the Trail with a Master Birder. If you work with your local Audubon Society, they can show you how to do some citizen science by keeping track of what birds are using your area both before and after restoration by setting up set birding points.  They may also have somebody who is willing to lead your bird walk.  We are also considering periodic Steward walks.  Many people can’t or don’t feel they can do the hard work of restoration, but by exposing them to your work they may be willing to make donations.
10. We recently got 501c3 status as a sub-agency of the Seattle Parks Foundation.  This is worth doing as it encourages larger donations.  If you can find an organization such as SPF that is willing to take you on, I’d do it.  If you have lawyers in your organization, perhaps you can get them to set your group up as one alone.
11.  When somebody does become a Steward with us, we present them with a FOBG@SP baseball cap and we have also developed a name tag.  We see this as a team builder within our group.

12.    People, who don’t become a steward, but come routinely to our work parties, are also presented with a baseball cap also after 10 work parties.  Also a team builder!

13.   Keep open information lines within your group and make sure that people have a say in your project.  It will, I hope, keep your Stewards interested and involved.

14.   People in your organization can have many different levels of involvement.  We have people who can’t pull blackberries but can write grants, manage grants, search out good deals on native plants, develop a plan for plants for different areas of your space, buy the plants, and pot and store bare root plants for later planting.
15.   We make a point of having work parties available on weekends and on holidays.  We sponsor an Earth Week on the week leading up to Earth Day.  Businesses will often encourage their employees to do community service and our Earth Week pulls in lots of such groups.  Companies such as Microsoft and Boeing can produce large groups of workers for you.  You will need to let them know that you are there and encourage them to send people.

16. If you are working in a park, keep good relations with your park employees.  They can be wonderful assets for you.

17.  Need plants, the various counties have Conservation Districts which have bare root plant sales at the end of February or the first of March.  You can get things like #10 Doug Fir for $8 as well as a wide variety of other plants.  These plants can be planted right away or you can pot them and keep them in backyards nicely watered until fall planting season – usually Nov through early March.

18. The Washington Native Plant Society will give members a $500 grant for restoration and planting works.

19.  We did our first year end report in 2010, when we did it for 2011 we sent it to our city council, the mayor, parks officials and donors.  We wanted these people to know what we were doing and where their money is going.  The Green Seattle Partnership is sponsored in part with city moneys and direct support from Seattle Parks. We wanted them to know what our group was doing currently and what our plan was for 2012. Our hop is that other “Friends of” groups will also do this.  It tells the city that there are a lot of volunteers, private money and dedicated people working hard for our city parks.  Other wise, I suspect that the Green Cities program is just another program that can be cut with no consequences
20.  Finally, I see a strong tendency for us as Stewards to get possessive about our parks.  That is fine, but these are public spaces and there are many users.  I think we have to keep this in mind when we see people using place for other activities such as mushroom picking and such.  As long as they are not damaging plants, I think we need a level of toleration and understanding.
     FOBG@SP has been working for five years now and many of these ideas have been slow in coming.  I’d say that the first few years were a slow and painful learning period for us.  Early work parties had just a few people slaving away and often just a couple of Stewards. Over time, the organization grew stronger and our work parties got bigger.  We are still learning things like best practices, volunteer recruitment and money sources.  Patience is mandatory!  The main thing is that the journey has been fun for all of us and is a wonderful learning experience that ever continues.
    If I can give any assistance, you can contact me at:

jim.corson@comcast.net
Jim Corson

Green Seattle Forest Steward

Friends of the Burke-Gilman at Sand Point

