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Everyone here would know that 2001 is the Centenary of Federation.  It marks the 100th birthday of the Department of Defence and the Australian Army.

It’s also the International Year of the Volunteer.  

The combination of those events represents an ideal opportunity to thank the volunteers in our midst.  In the ACT, our Defence Community Organisation has taken the initiative and organised this event tonight at Screensound Australia.  

I’m very pleased to be here - to have the opportunity to say a few words about the contribution volunteers make to Defence in particular and (more generally) to the ACT community.  

“Putting People First” in Defence is fundamental to our organisational renewal program and Results through People leadership philosophy.  To talk about volunteering is to talk entirely about people.  

The title of my address is “Volunteers – Ordinary People Making Extraordinary Contributions”.  That title borders on being inappropriate - not because of the “Extraordinary Contributions” – but, because volunteers are really not “Ordinary People”!

The term “volunteer” is closely associated with our sailors, soldiers, airmen and airwomen.  In Australia we do not as a matter of course conscript our young people into the Australian Defence Force - we rely on them to join up of their own free will.  

And that’s the way it is with the volunteers I’m referring to this evening - people throughout our community who willingly give unpaid help though service or skills.  The people from all walks of life who are prepared to step forward - to give freely of their time and energy - to help out with whatever the cause may be.  It’s no accident that the best organisations in the world today are trying to emulate that volunteer spirit in their workplaces.

Human beings are very social animals.  As a species we tend to congregate and live in large groups.  While these groups are made up of many individuals, the overall value of the community is far greater than the sum of the individual parts.  

There is a synergy at work within all communities, which means that our output is enormously enhanced by working together in harmony with others.  

It is the willingness of many people in the community to ‘volunteer’ which provides a tangible example of that synergy within the community.  They are the ‘glue’ which helps to keep our society together.  

The list of activities which involve ‘volunteers is almost endless - a few facts and figures from the year 2000 will illustrate the point:

· some 4.4 million people aged 18 years and above in Australia were involved in some form of volunteer activity – nearly one in three of that age cohort;

· the volunteer rate is higher in rural areas, while the ACT has the highest proportion among the capital cities;

· slightly more women than men volunteer - but the differential is marginal, 33% against 31%;  

· the overall value of voluntary work to the community has been estimated as exceeding of $8 billion - calculated on the basis of a conservative $10.00 per hour and a 40 hour week;  and 

· almost 50% of volunteers cite ‘providing a benefit to the community’ as their reason for volunteering.

These figures do not include voluntary work for the 2000 Olympic and Paralympic Games.

A third of the adult Australian population contributing $8 billion of effort annually, enables us to grasp the enormity of scale of the input to the community provided by people working as volunteers.  It’s a truly prodigious rate of effort.  By way of comparison, the current Defence cash budget is around $13 billion.  

By any standard, that $8 billion of voluntary effort represents a huge bonus and it is difficult to imagine how much poorer we would all be if these people did not make such a magnificent contribution.  

Bryce Courtney’s book, “Solomon’s Song”, much of which is based on Gallipoli and the first world war, provides some rather nice insights into the Australian character.  Words like courage, compassion, commitment, determination, endurance, laconic, larrikin, resilience, sacrifice, unpretentious and mateship – and phrases like a fair go, fair dinkum, doing the right thing, irreverence towards authority, lending a helping hand, ingenuity in the face of adversity, standing together and triumph against the odds come readily to mind.  

Those characteristics seem to me to be a pretty fair description of Australia’s volunteers and their timeless ideals of voluntary service, caring and mateship.  Indeed, we might well add that strong sense of community service – the volunteer spirit – to our list, as one of our great national characteristics.

It may be a peculiarity of Australians that we look mainly to sport and war for our roll call of heroes.

In both theatres, we’re prepared to put in much more of ourselves than merely to “give-it-a-go”.  We “give it a go” with all that we have in us: like the stories of Gallipoli, El Alamein, Kokoda, Kapyong, Long Tan – sometimes “desperate”, always “democratic” and often “heroic”.  The fierce competition on the sporting field and the equally passionate camaraderie in war are facets of the same essence.  As close as I can get to it, that essence - the essence of being Australian - is to care for others.  It’s what we call mateship.

There has been a trend in recent times to decry mateship as a national characteristic that we have somehow outgrown, something that belongs in a dimly-lit and dusty past populated by drovers and swaggies and the stories of Henry Lawson told in the outback, “round the boree log”.  But this old-fashioned mateship is not confined to those sepia pictures of a bygone, rustic age: true mateship was and is the essential spirit of ANZAC – it’s the very quintessence of the “Australianism” which unites us all.

Ted Kenna, a VC winner at Mission Hill, Wewak in PNG, once told me that the most daunting element of going into battle was the concern that you would let your mates down.  That’s a sentiment which we all understand.

Within Defence I believe this willingness to ‘care for your mates’ and the wider community remains an enduring feature of our culture.  The number of our people involved and the wide range of volunteer activities they commit themselves to is a demonstration of this trait.  

Our Service people – from the Navy, the Army and the Air Force and those from our fourth Service – the civilian arm of the Australian Public Service - are generally skilled, resourceful and hard working.  Together with our partners, we volunteer for many activities from coaching junior sports to the State Emergency Services, conservation activities and local school support groups, to name but a few.  

Despite the drawbacks of regular postings and interstate moves, our people want to make a contribution to the community they find themselves a part of.  I would encourage everyone to continue to do just that. It would be easy, when you know you are probably going to move on in a couple of years, to take the soft option and say to yourself – “why bother to get involved, I’ll be posted again soon I’m not going to get much out of it”.  It’s a great credit to our people that they generally don’t adopt that attitude - they roll‑up their sleeves and volunteer for school P&C groups, coach sporting teams, help with playgroups and do a thousand things in their local communities.  It’s a magnificent philosophy – and it revolves around service to the community rather than the ‘what’s in if for me’ syndrome.  Our individual volunteers and Defence as a whole have every reason to be proud of this contribution to Australian society and our way of life.

It’s a very tangible sign of the first part of our vision: A force for good ·a force to be reckoned with · a force to win.  Our volunteers, mostly unsung heroes, do their bit without seeking the credit or public recognition for their good deeds.

On the other side of the coin - as an organisation - Defence also benefits from the work of volunteers, through the activities of bodies like the RSL, Legacy, the War Widows Association, the Regular Defence Force Welfare Association, the Defence Special Needs Support Group, the National Consultative Group of Service Families, the child care centres run for us by the Defence Community Organisation around Australia and (closer to home) entities such as Community Centres and Playgroups in the ACT region.  All these people contribute to the Defence effort by providing support to members, ex-members, veterans and their families in one way or another.

It also needs to be said that some volunteer activities can be very hazardous for the individuals concerned.  Fighting bushfires and turning out with the local SES are potentially dangerous activities, while rescuing badly injured road accident victims on lonely country roads is not for the faint hearted - whether you are a volunteer ambulance driver or a professional paramedic. 

The benefit, of course, is not all one way.  Many volunteers will tell you that they gain great satisfaction from the activities they are involved with and the experiences often provide an education you would not obtain anywhere else.  As one young volunteer ambulance officer said: “I’ve learnt a hell of a lot from this and I’ve gained a whole new respect for emergency workers – how do they do this job full time?”  The same volunteer also recounted  one of his experiences to illustrate the point:  

 “Where I was there weren’t an awful lot of people willing to go on the ambulance roster and I found myself on duty on my own one night.  Well, the inevitable happened on this occasion, I took a phone call in the early hours of the morning from a nervous sounding man who said his wife was having a baby and could the ambulance take her to the local hospital.  Naturally, the young volunteer says no worries I’ll be there in ten minutes.  Well he said, I leaped out of bed, jumped into some clothes and drove the ambulance around to the address supplied full of confidence, I mean this happens every day doesn’t it, a woman having a baby and besides I had been to the lecture and seen all the pictures I knew what to do.  That is until I was confronted in real life by a woman who was clearly in labour and the hospital was nearly an hour’s drive away.  

I have to admit, at that point, I lost it, there was suddenly no way I wanted a woman to have a baby in the ambulance while I was driving it so I just tucked her in on the stretcher, said a few reassuring words and pushed the pedal to the metal – I think I set a record for the drive to the hospital; that night.  Fortunately, it being two o’clock in the morning, there was no traffic and we made it in one piece, but I drove back in a much more sober and introspective frame of mind, perhaps I wasn’t nearly as good at this job as I thought.  You really do learn a lot from these things.”

Fortunately relatively few volunteer experiences are so confronting.  The majority are quiet achievers in our midst who beaver away in a multitude of ways to try and make their community a better place to live for everyone.  For that, I say on behalf of everyone an enormous ‘Thank You’ - your hard work and effort is most appreciated.  

I invite you all to celebrate our volunteers – extraordinary people making extraordinary contributions.
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