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Very Territory Volunteering 

Jessie Byrne 

The shooting senator 
For ten short months in 2007, Nigel Scullion was the federal Minister for Community Services. 

Volunteering was one of his portfolio responsibilities [1].  

The Country Liberal Party senator hailed from the Northern Territory and was a professional fisher by 

trade [2]. On his retirement from politics in 2019, Scullion had plans: ‘to eat more mud crabs, catch more 

barramundi and shoot more wild pigs. If I was a wild pig I’d be starting to get nervous,’ he said [3]. 

As the minister for volunteering, Scullion was quick on the draw to increase funding for the national 

Volunteer Management Program to $4.8 million. Just under $150,000 of the funds went to the Northern 

Territory to support Volunteering Territory and to establish a new volunteer resource centre in Alice 

Springs [4]. 

Just as quickly, Scullion cut federal funds to Volunteering Australia for managing Volunteering Territory 

and approved new funds for Volunteering SA to take on the role.  

Volunteering Northern Territory had first been established in 1992 when the Commonwealth provided 

funds to the Northern Territory to create a peak body for volunteering. In 2003, after the arrangement 

ended, federal funds transferred to Volunteering Australia to manage the NT operations [5]. By 2007, the 

NT office was a shopfront in Darwin with a single part-time officer [6]. 

Moira Were, CEO of Volunteering South Australia (VSA) at the time, said the idea to incorporate the 

Northern Territory into Volunteering SA was mooted in 2006 and supported by the SA board [6]. In a 

2007 submission to the Commonwealth Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous 

Affairs, VSA proposed delivery of the full range of services it offered in SA, including a referral service to 

match volunteers and organisations, volunteer management training, capacity building for volunteer-

involving organisations, and policy. Volunteer centres were to be established in Darwin and Alice Springs, 

with remote areas assisted by a virtual service. A longer-term aim was to help the NT office become its 

own entity over time, with continued support from SA [7].  

On 11 November 2007, Volunteering SA&NT Inc (VSA&NT) was launched. 

On 5 December 2016, International Volunteers Day, the Territory operations were rebranded as 

Volunteering NT (VNT) and the new name launched by the Lord Mayor of Darwin, Katrina Fong Lim [8]. 

Very Territory volunteering 
In many ways, the history of Volunteering NT reflects the experiences of the Territory itself: the tension 

between distant governance and local action, the challenges of a small population over extended 

territory, diverse cultures with contrasting world views, the pull between need and resources – and a 

passion for local community. 

Within this context, Volunteering NT has striven to achieve its vision of leading, growing, promoting and 

celebrating volunteering in the NT community. 
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The Northern Territory has a strong tradition of volunteering. In 2020, more than 70,000 Territorians – or 

almost one in three Territorians – were volunteers. Volunteering now delivers around $3.3 billion of 

annual value to the Territory across all areas of NT life, such as the arts, sport, education, 

multiculturalism, community welfare, emergency service and the environment. [9].  

Former NT Chief Minister Michael Gunner in 2019 acknowledged the positive impact the Territory’s 550 

not-for-profit organisations, 450 charities and 1,600 other registered organisations had on the health and 

wellbeing of Territorians [10]. 

‘For many of you, volunteering is who you are … your life, your passion and your pride,’ he said. ‘The 

reality is that governments could never deliver the services that are provided by our volunteers.’ 

At arm’s length 
Volunteering NT is viewed as the peak body for volunteering in the Northern Territory [11]. It has strong 

and ongoing relationships with the NT government, emergency services and community organisations. 

The Administrator of the Northern Territory, Ms Vicki O’Halloran, became patron of Volunteering NT 

following her appointment in October in 2017. In recognition of its status, in 2008 the government 

handed VNT management of the prestigious Volunteer of the Year Awards. 

Operation as a peak body has had its challenges. Among other things, it has required creative solutions to 

issues such as executive management out of South Australia, resource limitations, distance and cultural 

diversity.  

The committee, established in 2013, has ‘no delegated authority unless specifically instructed by the 

board’ but is responsible for [15]: 

• ensuring the organisation’s NT strategy is visionary, realistic, measurable, contextual and 

current to the NT environment 

• providing strategic direction and practical advice to the CEO in relation to the NT 

strategy 

• taking an active promotional role for Volunteering SA&NT using local networks. 

The board includes at least one member who is a resident of the Territory [13] and its NT sub-committee, 

the Northern Territory Committee, includes at least seven representatives from the NT, with Central 

Australian representation ‘a consideration’. Members are appointed annually by the board following the 

annual general meeting [14] [15].  

Direct executive management, for the most part, has also been conducted out of Adelaide. Tracey Fox, as 

Executive Manager of Operations and later DCE, managed the NT operations until 2016 when a local 

executive manager position was established. Rachael Bowker filled this position in the Darwin office until 

her departure in September 2020, when management was again transferred to Adelaide pending the 

appointment of a new executive manager in 2022 [16] [17].  

Stretching the budget 
The NT workforce has remained small, both in Darwin and Alice Springs, and in 2022 comprised a fulltime 

regional coordinator in Darwin, Ana Nunez, and a part-time volunteer coordinator in Alice Springs, 
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Roman Khitiaev. Administrative functions such as human resources and media are provided out of 

Adelaide. 

The decision to maintain leadership and management in Adelaide has in part been driven by resource 

concerns. Despite its peak status, Volunteering NT does not receive peak-body funding from the NT 

government, as happens in other jurisdictions. NT government funding is restricted to project-based 

grants or contracts, such as the Volunteer of the Year Awards [12].  

Volunteering NT committee member, Kylie Edwards, understands that funding has not gone elsewhere 

but that the NT government has no budgetary allocation for a volunteering peak body [11]. Nor does the 

NT government have a ministerial portfolio or government office for volunteering, although the Minister 

for Police Fire and Emergency Services has some responsibility for emergency-service volunteers [18]. 

Operational funding for Volunteering NT has largely come from the Commonwealth Department of Social 

Services via Volunteering SA&NT as the program manager. According to VSA&NT, this funding does not 

fully cover NT operations, falling short by more than $110,000 in 2019-20 [19]. An unsuccessful 2020 

funding submission to the NT government requested $200,000 to make up the shortfall and fund a fuller 

range of peak-body activities such as capacity building, consultation, policy development, advice to 

government, and volunteer recognition and celebration [19].  

Volunteering NT has supplemented funding through money from South Australian operations, contracts, 

partnerships and significant support from the Alice Springs Town Council. Much of its funding is tied to 

specific grants for, in the main, delivery of services and some sector capacity-building [12]. Policy and 

advocacy have for the most part been undertaken by VSA&NT’s Adelaide team. Between 2015 and 2021, 

for example, Volunteering NT contributed to advocacy and policy efforts on a limited number of topics 

including funding for volunteering, the aged care volunteer workforce, national natural disaster 

arrangements, industry skills forecast, and the volunteering environment in the Territory [20] [21] [22] 

[23] [24]. 

Beyond its weight 
Volunteering NT has in many ways stretched beyond its limited budget and small numbers to support 

volunteering in the Territory. Part of this success has been in through forging partnerships with groups 

such as emergency services and – very significantly – the Alice Spring Town Hall. The other major 

successes have been the delivery of programs funded through grants programs or through contractual 

arrangements. 

Northern Territory Volunteer of the Year Awards 

The annual Northern Territory Volunteer of the Year Awards are universally acknowledged as one of the 

most visible and valued areas of the organisation’s work [11] [25] [12]. 

The awards recognise volunteers, volunteer-involving organisations, corporate volunteering programs 

and volunteer managers for their contribution to the community [26]. In 2008, the NT government 

transferred management of the high-profile Chief Minister’s Volunteer of the Year Awards to 

Volunteering NT [11]. Under Bowker’s leadership, government funding was renewed in 2015 for a further 

five years and the awards rebranded as the Northern Territory Volunteer of the Year Awards. In 2020, 

Bowker successfully negotiated a new contract with higher funding [11]. 
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‘There’s lots of participation in the awards and we are expanding on that each year, not just in numbers 

but in breadth,’ said NT committee member Edwards. ‘Organisations can nominate their volunteers 

which helps because a lot of volunteers are not overly interested in being publicly acknowledged’ [25]. 

The awards expanded and changed during VNT’s management. In 2015, the awards were split into two to 

recognise volunteers from both the Top End and Central Australia. In the same year, the awards took on 

sponsors, with major sponsors including the Northern Territory Government (the Department of the 

Chief Minister), the Alice Springs Town Hall and oil company INPEX [27]. In 2018, the awards entered a 

partnership with Wear It Orange Wednesdays, which recognises emergency service volunteers [11]. 

In 2011, only three awards were offered. Ten years later in 2021, 12 awards attracted 141 nominations 

from individuals and organisations from Central Australia and the Top End. In 2022, the number of 

awards totalled 14 (plus certificates of appreciation) with seven awards duplicated in Central Australia 

and the Top End [28]:  

• the Chief Minister’s awards for the volunteer, youth volunteer and Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander volunteer of the year awards  

• the emergency services and emergency services youth volunteer of the year awards  

• the community volunteer organisation or team of the year award 

• the excellence in volunteer management award. 

Awards events attracted an increasing number of people, rising to around 480 people in 2019 (pre-

COVID) across the Darwin and Alice Springs ceremonies [23] [29] [30]. 

The awards have helped promote the value of volunteering and are of genuine value to recipients. 

Kindness Shake co-founder Ben Poveda-Alfonso said being awarded the 2020 Community Volunteer 

Organisation of the Year Award had been both exciting and encouraging [31]. 

Kindness Shake was launched by international students during the outbreak of COVID-19 to support 

international students, migrants, refugees and those on temporary visas who were experiencing financial 

difficulties. By 2022 it had donated 5,000 meals, boasted more than one hundred volunteers and forged 

more than fifty partnerships [32]. It expanded to include social connection and language exchange 

programs and launched its inaugural Kindness Festival in 2021 with 4,000 people attending [31] [33] . 

‘We don’t do the things that we do for the recognition but receiving that level of support and 

acknowledgment obviously encourages us to continue to do what we are doing, to grow stronger,’ said 

Poveda-Alfonso. 

‘In just three years we have been able to demonstrate the importance of international students and of 

volunteering in multicultural communities for culture, for diplomatic relations, for economic reasons, for 

everything that Australia and the Northern Territory stands for. So the award really meant the world.’ 

Winning the NT Volunteer of the Award in 2021 was similarly gratifying for the Nepalese Association of 

Northern Territory.  

The association was established in 2008 and runs a broad range of programs such as supporting Nepalese 

sporting teams (volleyball is the national game, but soccer and cricket are also big), running an annual 

cultural festival, providing language classes, and delivering social welfare programs to the Nepalese 

community. During COVID, the association provided financial and other wellbeing assistance to families 

doing it particularly tough [34]. 
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Association President Yuba Raj Panta said winning the Volunteer of the Year Award was unexpected. The 

award affirmed that he and the association’s committee members were on the right track and were 

having an impact, helping change people’s lives [34].  

‘We were so happy. I was so happy,’ he said. ‘When someone from an outside organisation recognised 

our work, it motivated me to do more.’ 

Emergency Volunteers for Emergency Responses 

The Emergency Volunteers for Emergency Responses (VNT-EVER) program was established in 2018 to 

pre-register Darwin residents to help community organisations in emergency situations [35]. 

Volunteering NT managed the program for 12 months to register and equip a pool of fifty volunteers [12]. 

Volunteer Tim Buckley had retired from the Bureau of Meteorology when he signed up [36]. His 

motivation was to give back to the community and to help in crisis or emergency situations. He brought a 

wealth of prior experience but expanded his skills through VNT-EVER training. 

‘I recently undertook and completed training in first aid, mental first aid and cultural awareness. I have 

increased my own competences in these areas and learnt ways to practically respond to disasters and 

provide support in emergency circumstances should they arise,’ he said. 

The program was supported by the NT Disaster Resilience Emergency Volunteers Fund and ended in 2019 

[36].  

Making volunteering better 

A large part of Volunteering NT’s work is building the capacity of volunteer managers and volunteer-

involving organisations through training and networking. 

VNT delivers free and fee-for-service training in areas such as managing tricky situations and challenging 

behaviour; recruiting, training and retraining volunteers; managing risk; communicating the rights and 

responsibilities of volunteers; police checks; and tax guidelines for not-for-profit organisations [37] [38]. 

In the three years from July 2017 to June 2020, nearly 700 people registered for VNT training and 

networking events in Darwin, Alice Springs and Tennant Creek  [21] [22] [30]. NT participants also 

participated in webinars offered by VSA&NT.  

An important part of VNT’s capacity-building program is involvement in International Volunteer 

Managers Day celebrated on 5 November every year. The day recognises the important work of those 

who lead volunteers and make volunteering effective [39]. VNT rungs events in multiple sites across the 

Territory with the involvement of community, government and local government leaders. The 2017 

Darwin event, for example, was attended by Lord Mayor Kon Vatskalis and representatives from 

organisations such as the Red Cross, Charles Darwin University, the North Australian Aboriginal Justice 

Agency, and Baptist Care Northern Territory [40]. VNT also manages social media platforms such as 

Facebook and Twitter to further its work. 

Celebrating and promoting volunteering 

In addition to the annual NT Volunteer of the Year Awards, Volunteering NT has concentrated its efforts 

on a range of activities to celebrate and promote volunteering. 

The organisation promotes volunteering through attending an average of six to 10 expos and festivals 

across the Territory each year, participating in events as diverse as the Central Australian Show in Alice 
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Springs, the All Abilities Expo in Marrara, the Charles Darwin Youth Futures Workshop, and the Health 

and Wellness Festival on the Darwin Waterfront [24] [21].  

National Volunteer Week is Australia’s largest celebration of volunteering and is held in the second week 

of May each year [41]. The week is a key point in Volunteering NT’s calendar and attracts the 

participation of senior member of the NT government. Around five hundred organisations and individuals 

across the Territory are involved week’s celebrations annually [21] [22].  

Each year Volunteering NT plays an important role in celebrating International Volunteer Day on 5 

December. The day was adopted by the United National General Assembly in December 1985 to 

recognise and promote the work of volunteers across the globe [42]. Volunteering NT’s 2017 Alice 

Springs event was attended by Alice Springs Town Council Deputy Mayor Jamie de Brenni, CEO Rex 

Mooney (also a member of VSA&NT’s Northern Territory Committee), numerous councillors, community 

representatives and Volunteer of the Year recipients [43]. 

The Territory of distance  
Serving a population of 250,000 over 1.42 million square kilometres has presented challenges to VNT. 

According to NT Committee member Kylie Edwards, Volunteering NT must consider how planned events 

will work outside of Darwin or Alice Springs and how to make sure various cultures and regions are 

represented [25].  

‘We are unique up here in that we are quite spread out. We’ve got a lot of Indigenous communities and 

then we’ve got Katherine, Gove and Alice Springs and Darwin. It’s not like the next suburb or town. 

They’ve got different cultures,’ said Edwards. 

The Top End is very different from Central Australia. Fox believes the tropical climate of the Top End 

impacts on culture – which was not always well understood in the south [12]. ‘It’s a different way of living 

in the tropics – the tropics can be so draining,’ she said. ‘And there’s a huge itinerant population in 

Darwin.’ 

A major success story of Volunteering NT has been its Central Australian program and the strong support 

it has received from the Alice Springs Town Hall. The Town Hall has provided office space for VNT’s 

regional coordinator and venues for numerous VNT functions, such as International Volunteer Day 

celebrations. It is a major sponsor of the Central Australia Volunteer of the Year Awards and co-funds, 

with VSA&NT, the Central Australia volunteer coordinator position [28] [43] [16]. 

The Central Australian program reaches north into the Barkly region, which includes the town of Tennant 

Creek. Networking meetings for volunteer managers, for example, have been held in Alice Springs and 

Tennant Creek, and included participants such as Purple House, Radio 8CCC, Rotary, Alice Springs 

Community Garden, Victims of Crime NT, Barkly Arts and Saltbush Social Enterprises [44] [45]. 

The Alice Springs office has also managed volunteer programs for regional events such as the Parrtjima 

Festival and the Desert Harmony Festival. 

Parrtjima – A Festival in Light 

VNT was contracted by AGB Events and the Northern Territory Major Events Company to manage the 

volunteer program at Parrtjima – A Festival in Light held in Alice Springs in 2017. 
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The Parrtjima festival is a free, annual event launched in 2016 that highlights the beauty of the central 

Australian desert at the Alice Springs Desert Park. It features displays of Indigenous artwork and 

illuminates two kilometres of the MacDonnell Ranges. The word Parrtjima, drawn from the Arrente 

words apateme and pwarrtyeme, infers shedding light and understanding [46] [47]. 

VNT recruited, trained and managed forty-two volunteers during the ten-day festival held from 

September to October [48]. Volunteer Hannah Maljcov signed up because of her love of festivals, 

connecting with community, and volunteering [49].  

‘The main role as volunteers was to greet the festival goers and provide them with relevant information. 

As the festival was over ten evenings all volunteers pitched in with the three-hour shifts,’ she said. 

‘I absolutely love seeing the power of people and the teamwork involved with volunteering; it’s incredible 

to see what can be done with just a few hands! I was very lucky to be able to volunteer at Parrtjima 

Festival as it was a great introduction to the land I now call home.’ 

Maljcov later became the Central Australia Regional Coordinator for VNT. 

Desert Harmony Festival 

The Desert Harmony Festival is an annual event run by Barkly Regional Arts and featuring arts and 

culture: art, music, dance, food and theatre [50].  

Volunteering NT was contracted by Barkly Regional Arts to manage the volunteer program for the held at 

the Tennant Creek Show Society in August 2018. It provided the induction to volunteers, identified 

volunteer roles and managed rosters. Seventeen volunteers attended the nine-day festival [51].  

Feedback on Volunteering NT’s management by volunteer coordinator, Hannah Maljcov, was very 

positive. The volunteer packages and induction session were well received. Communication was a 

highlight: one volunteer praised Maljcov who ‘kept us all engaged and informed throughout the entire 

week, constantly communicating about the festival and preparing us for the following day’ [51].  

Cultural induction by Traditional Owners was highly valued by volunteers but communication with 

festival organisers was not always clear, an issue not uncommon to integrating volunteers with paid staff 

[51]. According to one volunteer, ‘It became apparent the festival was undergoing some changes and 

hurdles, and sometimes we didn’t know where we fit into that’ [51].  

Volunteering NT and the future 
Joy Noble, co-founder of the South Australian Volunteer Centre (later to become Volunteering SA&NT), 

defined volunteering as something someone does for the common good without pay and of their own 

free will [52]. Volunteering’s underlying philosophy is about ‘promoting citizen participation through 

activities and advocacy that lead to a more democratic, caring, dynamic and cohesive society’ [53]. 

This idea of volunteering, however, does not carry the same meaning in Aboriginal communities where 

unpaid activities relating to community wellbeing, kinship, cultural maintenance and survival are more 

likely to be informal, fluid and flexible rather than formal and structured [54]. According to NT Committee 

member Kylie Edwards, the idea of volunteering was different in Aboriginal communities [25]. She 

believed that because data collection methods and assumptions reflected a mainstream view, collecting 

data in Aboriginal communities has been problematic and has impacted funding [25] 
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VSA&NT Deputy CEO Tracey Fox agreed [12]. 

‘Volunteering as white culture knows it is not a thing in Aboriginal culture. And there is distrust among 

the Aboriginal population of the government and bureaucracy. Funding for volunteer programs in 

Aboriginal communities is a joke.’ 

Engagement with Aboriginal communities in the NT has not been a major feature of Volunteering NT’s 

work. Introduction of the Chief Minister’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Volunteer of the Year 

Award in 2022 may begin to address this issue [27]. It is Edwards’ hope that over time Volunteering NT 

will reach further into communities, including Indigenous communities, and work with them [25]. 

‘In the future, I would like to see Volunteering NT consistently reach more regional areas and different 

cultures, particularly our Indigenous communities, working with them and for them in a way that they 

want,’ she said. 

A number of Territory residents are also keen to see Volunteering NT become an independent 

organisation [11] [12]. The lack of formal peak status and funding has in part been attributed to 

management from South Australia. According to committee member Edwards, in the Territory there is a 

strong emphasis on buying local – buy local or lose the service: ‘Having things that are known to be local 

works better’ [25]. 

According to Bowker, the organisation has been seen as ‘a fly-in, fly-out out thing’ [11]. ‘For SA, the NT is 

out of sight and out of mind. And the NT government wants to see the dollars stay in the Northern 

Territory,’ she said. ‘SA should let Volunteering NT go and be a stand-alone organisation.’ 

One aim of the original funding proposal for Volunteering SA to take over the Northern Territory office 

was to help it become its own entity over time, with continued support from SA [7]. The current funding 

model makes a stand-alone body difficult. As Edwards has pointed out, ‘Preferably we’d be employing all 

staff up here, but at the moment it’s not practical’ [25]. 

Volunteering NT’s 2018-22 strategic directions call for it be the organisation of choice and expertise in 

matters relating to volunteering in the Northern Territory with a strong peak body arm in addition to its 

existing service delivery options [55]. Specifically, it seeks to support the viability of the organisation 

through ‘identifying the best and most appropriate model for a peak volunteer organisation in the NT’. 

The distant governance of Volunteering NT has been an ongoing challenge but has not hampered its 

success in achieving funding for defined projects and a degree of peak-body status. It is well integrated 

into the Top End and Central Australian community and government sectors. And it is highly regarded for 

running the complex and prestigious Volunteer of the Year Awards.  

In 2017, Lesley King was recognised as the Northern Territory Volunteer of the Year for more than 40 

years of service to St. John. In her acceptance speech she reflected on volunteering and, by implication, 

the valuable role of Volunteering NT [56]: 

‘Recognition and value are a little like two sides of a coin. Value is what volunteers give to the 

community; recognition is what the community gives back. By giving a little of their time, volunteers can 

change a lot for their community; and by giving a little recognition to volunteers, the community can 

change a lot for the ongoing commitment to volunteer service.’ 
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