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Local volunteers looking at setting up a volunteer centre for the region

SOOKE - A group of local volunteers from various organizations have come together to see if service organizations, volunteers and others would like a volunteer centre created for the region. 
This follows from an Open Spaces conference held at Edward Milne Community School in May 2009, where participants identified a need for a centre to coordinate volunteer activities, and a community charitable foundation for the area.
The Sooke Region Community Health Initiative (CHI) got things started in January this year by inviting representatives from the area’s more than 140 not-for-profit organizations and the general public to an initial meeting. Two steering committees – one to explore setting up a foundation, and the other to look at forming a volunteer centre were formed.

“The Sooke Region, which covers the geographic area from East Sooke to Port Renfrew, is well known for its community spirit,” said Doni Eve, who is chairing the Sooke Region Volunteer Centre steering committee. “We see ourselves as the volunteer capital of Canada, so it makes sense that we have supports in place to better coordinate services, and better serve volunteers and organizations that rely on them.”
One of the group’s first steps will be a community survey to see whether individuals and organizations want a volunteer centre, what kind of services it should offer and how it can be funded. The survey will be launched at a booth at the Rotary Auction on Saturday, May 1st. They are also putting together a business plan and identifying funding for development and start up, as well as sustainable ongoing funding for the centre.

“Earlier research done by CHI and other groups have identified a real need for this kind of service for the communities within our region,” said Marlene Barry, chair of CHI. “This kind of centralized support for volunteers and non-profit organizations can result in better and more coordinated services.”
 “All of the people involved in the group so far have had experience volunteering for a variety of organizations,” Eve said.  “We find there are many common needs for organizations that a volunteer centre could provide – like access to communications or marketing expertise, setting up a web site, help with writing grant applications, and basic training and support for volunteers. Offering these kinds of services centrally can help save overall costs and volunteer time.”
The survey asks individuals and organizations whether they support the concept of establishing a volunteer centre, and then asks specifics about what they would like a centre to provide, how it should be funded, and whether they are interested in partnering.

“Getting the community’s input is key,” Eve added. “Volunteers in our community and the people who benefit from their services are the experts and we want to hear from you. Whether it’s a service club, sports or arts group, religious organization, seniors, youth or other group that you are a member of or help support in some way, your input is extremely valuable.”

The Sooke Region Volunteer Centre steering committee hopes to have its development and assessment work complete by the Fall. They welcome others who wish to join and help with this process. The next meeting will be held at CASA on April 27th, at 6:30 p.m.  For more information, contact DoniEve@shaw.ca.
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