
VOLUNTEERS

Many public entities have come to rely on the generosity of 

volunteers to help provide services to constituents. Although the 

volunteer may be working side-by-side with staff on the premises 

or independently with the entity’s knowledge, the relationship is 

different from the typical one of employer and employee. Due to the 

unique exposures and activities of park and recreational activities, 

special attention should be given to what roles are appropriate for 

volunteers and what steps need to be taken by your organization to 

manage the risk of volunteers. This section helps provide a road map 

to manage the risk 

5

VOLUNTEERS



PARKS AND RECREATION LOSS PREVENTION BEST PRACTICES GUIDE  PAGE 21

Risks Posed by Volunteers
The use of volunteers poses certain risks to 

the organization. Volunteers getting hurt while 

volunteering; volunteers damaging property; 

volunteers causing damage to be done to others; 

volunteers using park equipment, tools and vehicles; 

gathering personal information on volunteers; keeping 

private data private; theft by volunteers. The list is 

long. Prior to starting any volunteer program, it is 

important that members consider the risks and design 

programs that help keep the exposures to a minimum 

without creating a system that is either unmanageable 

or causes people to lose interest in volunteering. 

Four Important Elements of Any Risk Management Plan
Generally, when entities use volunteers, four key 

points should be considered to help manage the risks. 

1. POLICIES AND PROCEDURES

An organization should have policies and procedures

related to volunteers. They should address:

How the entity will utilize volunteers. For example, 
what will volunteers do: park patrol, service 
projects, adopt-a-garden, coordinate events, wildlife 
surveys, be interpreters, etc.?

What each volunteer position requires relative to 
previous experience, training or licensure, if any.

If volunteers will operate park vehicles or 
equipment, any limitations that are applied.

Who authorizes volunteers.

How volunteers are selected.

Who supervises volunteers.

The training required of the volunteers.

Whether certain volunteer positions require 
reference checks and/or background checks.

Prior to choosing roles or tasks for volunteers, 

consider the responsibilities of each position and the 

subsequent risks involved. Those responsibilities and 

risks should correlate with the type of experience and 

training that is required of the volunteer. 

For example, volunteers assist in clearing downed 

branches after a storm. The volunteer has no 

experience and improperly downs a tree, causing it to 

fall and injure other volunteers. The entity could be 

sued by those volunteers for damages. 

To manage that risk, the entity should identify which 

volunteers should be allowed to use items such as 

chainsaws (and if allowed, whose equipment). The 

entity will want to ensure the chainsaw operator: 1) 

has experience; 2) knows the limitations of his or 

her volunteer duties; 3) has a properly maintained 

chainsaw in good working order; and 4) understands 

safety rules the entity requires (proper personal 

protective equipment). 

Another example is volunteers assisting with 

community classes or guides for nature walks. These 

classes/activities often attract children. The entity 

should ensure that any volunteer working with 

children or a vulnerable group does not have a criminal 

background that would raise questions whether 

contact with such a population is ill-advised, e.g. 

criminal sex offender volunteering at a playground. 

Keep in mind that personal property of volunteers is 

only covered by MCIT if it is used for the benefit of 

your organization, and generally volunteers are not 

protected by workers’ compensation (but may pursue 

a liability claim against the organization for damages). 

Also, volunteers are not covered by MCIT’s bond 

coverage. If a volunteer steals money, the government 

entity would need to recover it directly from the 

volunteer. MCIT recommends limiting volunteer 

access to money.

Prior to adoption of a policy, legal counsel should 

review it. For example the Minnesota Government Data 

Practices Act provides limitations on what data may be 

collected, how it can be collected and who can access 

the data. Legal counsel can assist park and recreation 

employees to avoid violating the law before the 

volunteers even begin.

2. REGISTRATION

Once volunteers are approved for service, you may

want to consider how to track participation. This

is a key element when securing volunteers for any

situation, as it confirms that the entity and volunteer

have been in contact. Registration also is a trigger

for MCIT’s coverage if there is a claim involving a

volunteer.

Registration can vary from a sign-in sheet to 
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applications and interviews. The type of registration 

varies by the type of volunteer. In an emergency 

situation (e.g., cleaning after a storm or searching 

for a missing child), gathering volunteers needs to 

be completed on short notice. Registration may be as 

simple as reporting to a county location to sign in with 

one’s name. 

A medical-related or law enforcement volunteer, or one 

who will have contact with a vulnerable population, 

e.g., children, should go through a more detailed

registration, such as completing an application,

an interview and a background check. Their duties

could involve exposures that bring more risk to an

organization.

Volunteers generally come from three main sources. 

First are volunteers that apply directly to the 

organization. These are the easiest to classify and 

control as the organization selects, assigns and directly 

oversees the volunteer.

The second source are groups of volunteers typically 

associated with a local organization, such as a church, 

school or community action group. Often these 

volunteers are working on specific projects, like park 

clean up, and selected by the volunteer group and not 

the government entity. The government entity should 

work with the organization contact regarding any 

qualifications and/or restrictions regarding volunteer 

participation. 

In general, it is also a good idea to develop written 

agreements between the park and the organization 

that is coming to do volunteer work in the park. The 

organization should agree that if it allows volunteers 

that do not meet the terms of the agreements, the 

organization will hold harmless, and defend and 

indemnify (see Chapter 3: Facility Use, and Rental 

and Lease Agreements) the government entity for any 

damages caused by that volunteer. Furthermore, your 

entity should have all the group volunteers register 

upon arrival and provide any necessary training to 

the group.

The final source of volunteers are people who perform 

services for the park and never report the activity. 

Most commonly this is a “well-intentioned citizen” 

e.g., the citizen who weeds a garden each week, picks

up trash on his or her daily walk, or any other of a

number of actions. Because this individual has not

been selected by the government entity, is not under

the control and direction of the government entity,

the liability to the government entity would be more

limited. However, if the citizen makes improvements

to the park, e.g. rope swing, mountain bike jump, the

entity would want to take steps to correct the hazard

and prevent a similar occurrence in the future.

It is important to understand who is volunteering, 

when they are in the park and what they are doing. 

Each of the situations listed above presents different 

risk factors. In all of these situations, the more 

information you have, the better you can deal with the 

exposures. The important take away is that the entity 

knows who its volunteers are and what role they play.

3. DIRECTION

Volunteers are expected to be acting on behalf of,

subject to the direction of and under the control of the

entity, and such volunteer duties need to be assigned

and supervised by the entity.

Providing clear direction and instruction of volunteers 

helps keep the entity in control of volunteers’ 

activities. Supervision should be provided to ensure 

volunteers are performing the intended work at an 

acceptable level. Once volunteers complete duties for 

an entity, there may be opportunities to debrief and 

discuss their experiences. Valuable information can be 

gathered for future volunteer needs.

4. TRAINING

The type of volunteer work dictates the type of training

a volunteer needs. Most emergency management

activities, such as sandbagging and general storm clean

up, require volunteers who are in reasonably good

shape and able to handle the heavier work. In these

situations, the training may be as basic as good lifting

practices and an awareness as to the roles and location

of fellow volunteers. A sheriff’s posse member on the

other hand, needs more specialized training, such as

riding a horse and search and rescue skills.

Your entity needs to assess if volunteers must undergo 
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general training regarding prohibition of discrimination 

and harassment. As discussed above the type of 

training for different types of volunteers should be 

discussed during the planning stages. However, as the 

entity develops more experience with certain types 

of volunteers, the policies, procedures and training 

required should be reviewed and modified as necessary. 

GENERAL RISK MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS
Establish policies, rules and procedures for all 
volunteer positions.

Where appropriate, conduct reference checks on 
volunteers.

Maintain a file for each volunteer that includes 
essential information, including name, address, 
telephone numbers, emergency contacts, etc.

Establish a process for registering all volunteers

Provide proper training and orientation for all 
volunteers.

Provide proper safety gear.

Provide proper supervision of volunteers, 
especially minors.

Consider restricting volunteers from access to 
money (mysterious disappearance of money may not 
be covered by MCIT) and other items of value.

Address requirements of the Minnesota Government 
Data Practices Act in discussions with the county 
attorney or legal counsel.

Conduct accident investigations when a volunteer 
is involved.

Do not make payments to volunteers that could 
cause them to be viewed as an employee, e.g. 
daily stipend. 

Volunteer Driving and Risk Management Advice
A number of risks arise when volunteers drive on 

behalf of your organization. A good risk management 

program includes the following.

Develop driver qualifications and apply them 
consistently.

Obtain a copy of each volunteer’s driver’s license if 
he or she drives for the benefit of your organization.

Obtain proof of auto insurance if a volunteer 
drives their own vehicle for the benefit of your 
organization.

Check all member vehicles for safety.

Advise volunteers that they are responsible for 
physical damage and liability losses resulting from 
the use of their personal vehicles while conducting 
your organization’s business.

Offer defensive driving training to volunteers who 
drive on behalf of your organization.

Remind volunteers that they must wear seatbelts in 
accordance with the law.

Resources
The MCIT online Resource Library includes a number of 

articles related to managing the risks of volunteers: 

" Volunteer Drivers Using Personal Vehicles for 
Member's Business" 

“Volunteer Exposures and Coverage” 

“Managing Risks of Volunteers and Interns”

“Interns: Coverage and Risk Management”

“Workers’ Compensation Coverage for Volunteers” 

This manual is intended for general information purposes only and should not be construed as legal or coverage advice on any specific matter. 
The appropriate experts should be consulted when making decisions regarding the information provided in this guide.

This resource contains references to various Internet sites. MCIT does not take responsibility for the information or content contained in those 
sites, nor does it exercise any control thereof. Questions concerning this guide should be directed to the MCIT Risk Control Manager at 
1.866.547.6516.
Minnesota Counties Intergovernmental Trust, 100 Empire Dr., Suite 100, St. Paul, MN 55103-1885
www.MCIT.org
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