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Conservation Volunteers Australia and Rio Tinto have worked 
together for more than a decade to improve the standards of 
conservation volunteer management in Australia.

Their combined efforts have helped to conserve Australia’s 
extraordinary environment.

Neither organisation can exactly pinpoint when the relationship 
began – but both agree that by 1997 Conservation Volunteers 
and Rio Tinto were well acquainted and were considering what 
their relationship might yet achieve.

It was a time when Conservation Volunteers was growing rapidly 
– in fact, a ten-fold growth occurred in the latter 1990s. Such an 
expansion would have challenged a well-resourced company, let 
alone a community-driven, not-for-profit organisation. 

The Board and senior management recognised that 
Conservation Volunteers needed to give a team of enthusiastic 
volunteer conservationists the management skills required to 
run a large conservation organisation. And they were looking 
for ways to make this transition.

This led to the first major practical initiative between 
Conservation Volunteers and Rio Tinto. Both organisations 
recognised that Rio Tinto could assist Conservation Volunteers 
to build its management and planning capacity. For the next 
five years, Rio Tinto provided world class management training 
to Conservation Volunteers’ managers across Australia.
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Conservation Volunteers Chief Executive Officer Colin Jackson 
describes the training sessions as “revolutionary and confronting” 
and highly unusual in the community sector at that time. 

“The training helped us operate in a very business-like way, 
with people focusing on doing the important things, rather than 
trying to do everything,” Colin said. 

“Looking back, it helped professionalise us at a critical time in 
our development – it gave us the ability to set long-term goals 
and plan appropriately.” 

With the growing success of the relationship between Rio Tinto 
and Conservation Volunteers, the natural question for both 
organisations was: where to from here?

By the mid-1990s, Rio Tinto was interested in developing 
closer relationships with community organisations, moving 
away from the traditional and often philanthropic, donor-
recipient approach. Management recognised that building 
strong working relationships with those affected by its 
operations was critical to the future of their operations.

Today such an approach is common, but in the mid-1990s 
concepts such as ‘community partnership’ and ‘corporate 
citizenship’ were new to Australia.

Rio Tinto changed its broad-brush approach. Corporate 
community funding began to focus on areas of direct interest 
and relevance to its business. 

This led to the establishment of the Rio Tinto Business with 
Communities programme, which developed active relationships 
with Indigenous, environmental, community and educational 
organisations. Projects arising from these partnerships dealt 
with the social and environmental impacts of particular 
businesses, with others aimed at building stronger communities 
in the areas where Rio Tinto operated.

The partnerships gave Rio Tinto the opportunity to engage 
actively with others to better identify and address issues of 
mutual concern.
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A road less travelled
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By the late 1990s, Conservation Volunteers and Rio Tinto 
had identified considerable common ground – including a 
wide range of interests and roles in communities across 
Australia; the management of geographically diverse and 
remote operations; a deep interest in the environment and 
its conservation; a focus on managing people; plus an 
appreciation of issues such as safety and risk management. 

While projects supporting tree planting or waterway 
revegetation were considered important, both organisations 
began to recognise that they could work together on new ways 
to add value to Australian conservation projects.

Conservation Volunteers Chief Executive Officer Colin Jackson 
says much of the thinking about where to focus efforts 
kept returning to the same point - the value of the Rio Tinto 
management training programme.

“Having experienced how Rio Tinto had helped improve 
Conservation Volunteers’ capacity to run its business, we both 
thought ‘what can we now do to help improve the volunteering 
sector,’” said Colin. 

“The concept of improving skills in the sector fitted quite 
naturally with both of us, but we needed to work out what 
‘improving volunteering’ really meant.”

Throughout the 1990s, the scope and role of community 
groups and individuals in environmental and conservation 
projects was growing rapidly, with governments and other 
agencies encouraging communities to volunteer in the 
enormous task of conserving Australia’s environment.

Volunteers were helping to deliver faster outcomes; they were 
hard working and full of enthusiasm and optimism; but they 
also had differing levels of training and experience.

“Conservation Volunteers and Rio Tinto understood the value 
and importance of the conservation volunteer movement. They 
also recognised that a large number of conservation volunteer 
networks had little or no knowledge of their safety compliance 
obligations, no risk assessment processes and no emergency 
response plans,” said Colin. 
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“While there were a number of courses available in natural 
resource management, there was nothing available to train 
people to help make the volunteers involvement safe, interesting 
and valued.”

In 2001, Conservation Leaders was born in order to raise the 
professional standard of volunteer-based practical conservation 
work. The first step was the development of a dedicated course 
in conservation volunteer management and Conservation 
Volunteers became a nationally recognised Registered Training 
Organisation. 

The certificate course - designed for those who are responsible 
for leading conservation projects and teams of volunteers - 
focuses on the key areas of safety, site supervision and the 
motivation and management of volunteers. 

Initially rolled out to Conservation Volunteers’ workforce 
across Australia, the course was further developed and is 
now available on-line to anybody with an interest in managing 
teams of volunteers on conservation projects.

The process of developing and refining the course revealed that 
very few individuals had the professional skills to lead practical 
conservation work and that the various community groups 

involved also lacked a wide range of important, often critical, 
management processes.

“Feedback from our field staff revealed that many community 
groups were doing a fantastic job but lacked essential skills,” 
said Colin. “We frequently had groups asking how they could be 
more like Conservation Volunteers in areas like leadership and 
safety.”

In 2001, the need for improving processes within volunteer 
groups was reinforced by two dramatic events. The attack on 
the World Trade Centre in New York, along with the almost 
simultaneous collapse of the HIH insurance group in Australia, 
led to a sharp rise in insurance costs - particularly public liability. 
This increase had the potential to cripple the volunteer sector.

Conservation Volunteers stood down it’s own volunteer teams 
for a few days – but was able to retain insurance because of its 
comprehensive systems, backed up by years of data.

“This brought home to everyone just how critical it is to 
operate at a certain professional level,” said Colin. “The whole 
situation reinforced what we were trying to achieve through 
the partnership. We began to think how we could assist others 
in the volunteer conservation sector reach the same level as 
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The task of conserving Australia’s environment is increasingly a 
shared goal for every Australian, and each year we get a better 
understanding of the magnitude and complexity of that task.

Conservation Volunteers and better navigate their way through 
a range of issues, including insurance renewals and premiums.”

Conservation Volunteers and Rio Tinto agreed to build on the 
success of the management course and focus on improving 
the overall capacity of community groups by developing a 
health and safety toolkit, aptly named In Safe Hands. The 
project transformed a short course developed for individual 
managers into a detailed, easy to use toolkit for community 
groups, covering every aspect of assessing and running 
volunteer conservation projects.

Conservation Volunteers completed In Safe Hands within  
12 months, adapting a range of existing policies and 
procedures to suit an array of Federal and State Government 
legislation and testing the toolkit with insurers and community 
groups alike.

With assistance from the Federal Government, Conservation 
Volunteers ran a series of risk management workshops around 
the country, which reinforced the need for such a toolkit. 

In Safe Hands was officially launched in Canberra in 2004, by 
the then Minister for the Environment, the Hon. Ian MacDonald.

Charlie Lenegan, Rio Tinto Australia’s Managing director at 
the time, said that government, business and community 
sectors have all recognised the integral role that Australia’s 
estimated 600,000 conservation volunteers play in helping 
conserve our environment.

“The task of conserving Australia’s environment is increasingly 
a shared goal for every Australian, and each year we get a 
better understanding of the magnitude and complexity of that 
task,” Charlie said. “In many ways that task is underwritten by 
the thousands of volunteer organisations across the country 
that give people of all ages the chance to channel their 
enthusiasm to make a visible difference to our environment.”

“Everyone involved in the partnership is really proud we have 
been able to contribute to helping these groups become more 
sustainable and continue with their valuable activity.”
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Travelling together
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By 2000 there was a well-established and effective relationship 
between Conservation Volunteers’ and Rio Tinto’s respective 
headquarters in Victoria. 

However, Rio Tinto Group businesses were increasingly looking 
for opportunities to become involved in practical on-the-
ground projects that addressed the conservation needs of 
local communities. At the same time, Conservation Volunteers 
was interested in further expanding its reach into regional and 
remote areas of Australia.

All agreed there was enormous value in building the capacity 
of regional communities to manage and protect their own 
natural environments.

From 2000 onwards, a range of partnerships were 
established between Conservation Volunteers and  
Rio Tinto Group businesses, including Coal & Allied in  
New South Wales, Rio Tinto Alcan in Queensland, and the 
Rio Tinto WA Future Fund, which represents all Rio Tinto’s 
businesses in Western Australia. 

This resulted in an expansion of Conservation Volunteers’ 
presence in regional Australia - with the establishment of 
additional offices and staff, plus a number of new conservation 
projects. In addition, Rio Tinto gained a greater involvement in 
practical community activities in areas that host and support its 
major mining operations.
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International travellers

16



For American identical twins, Lia and Katrina Engelsted, spending three months 
volunteering on Conservation Volunteers’ projects throughout Australia enriched 
their travel experience. The Rio Tinto funded Future Volunteers program in 
Western Australia was among their many adventures.

The 19-year-old sisters from Massachusetts explain they 
wanted a structured vacation that allowed them to do some 
conservation work along the way. 

“We thought that working with Conservation Volunteers would 
be a great way to understand the impact humans have on the 
environment and to do our bit to help,” says Katrina.

“We arrived in early September of 2006 and over several months 
worked on 15 projects in Broome, Cairns and Brisbane. 

“Our first project was turtle monitoring in Broome with the Future 
Volunteers program, which was just amazing - we hung out all 
day and relaxed and at night we monitored turtles. 

“We knew we were working in an area where there were crocodiles, 
which added an element of danger and excitement!

“With Future Volunteers we also did ‘toad busting’ in the 
Northern Territory and our final project back in Broome was at 
Lake Gregory – a beautiful location known for bird tourism. It 
really felt like classic, outback bush Australia. 

“We got to immerse ourselves in the Aboriginal culture - the local 
Aborigines even introduced us to the lake in their traditional way. 
They put mud all over us as part of an ‘induction’ which was a 
special and very humbling experience.” 

Lia says that for her and Katrina, volunteering with 
Conservation Volunteers was the experience of a lifetime. 

“It allows you to do something different without being 
completely out of your comfort zone.”

“The environment is also becoming a bigger concern and we 
feel if we don’t help now there won’t be much left for our kids. 

“Working with Conservation Volunteers was a great experience 
– the best we had in Australia.

“My favourite project was on Magnetic Island. We were doing 
track work and there were hikers walking by - it felt really good 
to be working on the trail and know we were helping maintain it.”

Katrina and Lia Engelsted turtle monitoring in Broome
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Protecting heritage
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Known by Broome locals as ‘Micklo’ he commands respect 
both within and outside the Indigenous community. Michael 
explains that he is passionate about conserving the area he 
calls home. 

“Our park has been going for eight years now. Once there were 
plans to develop the area into 13 hotels and a golf course, but 
the Traditional Owners of the land opposed this and I was part 
of that process. 

“This area is significant to the Aboriginal people because it’s 
a birthplace. The Shire of Broome entered into an agreement 
with the Rubibi people to create Minyirr Park with the aim of 
keeping it as close to its natural state as possible.

“I was selected by the Rubibi people to run the park. When 
they told me ‘you got to look after this land now’ I didn’t know 
what I would do. Would I walk around with a hose all day 
watering plants?  But as soon as I started it came naturally. 

“Today, my role is onsite supervisor and our workforce consists 
of Department of Corrective Services participants, people 
from the Community Development Employment Projects 
programme and Conservation Volunteers.

Aboriginal Elder Michael Corpus runs the coastal reserve of Minyirr Park 
in Broome, Western Australia. He has worked closely with Conservation 
Volunteers over many years to protect the environment, significant Aboriginal 
sites and provide skills for volunteers. 

“Together we put in walk trails, maintain the paths, provide 
access to the beaches and build car parks. 

“Conservation Volunteers has been instrumental in helping 
us develop the park. We rely on them for valuable expertise, 
resources and assistance in conserving the environment and 
protecting Aboriginal sites because we need certainty that the 
park will remain here for its eternal life.

“There are two very important sites here – a song line, which 
travels north to south, and another which travels from west  
to east. A song line is where you can find food, water and 
‘increase sites’ where certain things, like dragonflies, always 
come out. 

“I’m happy because today we live on a song line which 
provides a lifestyle for people, animals, trees and birds. If we 
build consistently with the song line it will provide a lifestyle for 
everyone and everything.

“With the help of Rio Tinto’s Future Volunteers programme and 
Conservation Volunteers we are helping people gain skills and 
employment through the work they do here. 

“This work with the park gives people direction in life that they 
may not have found otherwise.” 

Micklo Corpus with Rio Tinto Iron Ore Chief Executive 
Sam Walsh planting trees at Minyirr Park to celebrate the Future 
Volunteers partnership
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Reversing erosion
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In his recent State Government role as a natural resources 
officer for the Department of Infrastructure Planning and 
Natural Resources (DIPNR) Paul explains that he has 
helped implement river care plans using River Paramedics 
volunteer teams. River Paramedics is a partnership between 
Conservation Volunteers and the Coal & Allied Community 
Trust which aims to rehabilitate the Hunter River through 
planting thousands of native trees along the river banks.

“Pre European settlement the Hunter Valley streams were stable 
as the soil was very soft and friable and acted like a sponge 
soaking up the rain - very different from how it is today. Back then 
everything was in a state of natural balance,” Paul explains. 

“But as soon as livestock like cattle and sheep were introduced to 
the area, their hooves hardened the soil so instead of seeping into 
the land, water ran off it.

“The rivers and creeks began to change - they straightened and 
the gradient became steeper. This created more velocity, causing 
the banks to erode and the rivers to widen.

“I’m retired now but I cast my mind back to 1966 when I started 
work as a natural resources field officer with what was then 
known as the Water Resources and Irrigation Commission 
(WR&IC) and which has since changed names many times!

“In those early days the Hunter Valley river system had become 
seriously degraded and after the 1955 flood it was considered the 
worst eroded river system in Australia with hardly any native plants 
growing on the river banks.

“I was part of Rivercare, a section within the WR&IC that 
commenced river restoration works in 1956. In the  
mid-90s the department worked on developing and 
implementing river care plans which now cover more than 
1000 kilometres of the Valley.

“Developing a river care plan involves working out what needs 
to be done along various sections of the river using aerial 
photographs, talking to landholders and holding workshops with 
Landcare groups. Within a decade we sourced various means of 
funding and created hundreds of river care plans.

For more than forty years Paul Collins has been involved both professionally, 
and as an active community Landcare member, in reversing the growing 
problem of erosion on the banks of the Hunter River.

“The River Paramedics programme provided us with teams of 
conservation volunteers to help us implement the river care plans 
produced by the Commission and was funded through the Coal & 
Allied Community Trust.

“The Coal & Allied Community Trust approved the sites based on 
the river care plans and where landowners actively agreed to be 
involved and support the project.

“On those sites rehabilitation work was carried out with the 
help of volunteers from Conservation Volunteers who willingly 
gave their time and labour.

“Planting native trees is a big part of the revegetation effort as they 
bind the bank and reduce the effects of erosion. Once the trees 
are established bird life returns and the ecosystem is rebalanced.

“When it came to planting for the River Paramedics project it was 
determined that it would be best to plant the native long stem 
tube stock and to plant them deep into the ground where their 
root systems could quickly establish and reach the water table.

 “This innovation overcame the problem of planting normal tube 
stock, which would wash away in the first floods. 

“Today, it’s absolutely amazing – there are now hundreds  
of thousands of natives growing along the Hunter River and 
its tributaries.

“We know that a lot of the original plantings from River 
Paramedics have been lost because of the drought. Where 
landholders were diligent with their watering programmes and 
maintenance the trees have flourished and are now more than five 
metres tall.

“Despite the loss, due to the combined efforts and support from 
everyone in the partnership, the river systems are better now than 
they have been for the past 200 years. 

“The partnership between the Coal & Allied Community Trust and 
Conservation Volunteers started at least five years ago and in that 
time so much has been achieved – it really is amazing.”

Paul Collins working with Conservation Volunteers to reverse erosion
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Stopping Salvinia
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Steve Travers explains that he reached a point where he just 
didn’t want to work indoors anymore. 

“I even had a ceremonial burning of my suits and ties when I 
quit the corporate world!

“I’ve been with Conservation Volunteers for three years now 
and one of my projects is coordinating teams of volunteers on 
the Salvinia weed project.

“Salvinia is one of the top weeds on the Government’s noxious 
weeds list. It can double in size in five days and it only takes 
one little piece to get into a water body.

“Imagine a thick green carpet lying across the top of the river, 
blocking off light and oxygen which kills off all life in the water – 
that’s what Salvinia does.

“It has infested the Wollombi Brook which is usually teaming 
with life, containing everything from shrimps to platypus, but 
the Salvinia weed is threatening to kill everything that lives in 
these waters. 

“It is crucial the weed doesn’t escape from the Wollombi 
Brook into the Hunter River where it could quickly get out of 
control and would be near impossible to eradicate - a true 
environmental disaster. 

“Our job is to remove the bulk of the weed from the river as 
part of the River Paramedics programme.

After 12 years as a commodities trader in Sydney, Steve Travers literally traded it 
all in to become a Conservation Volunteers team leader. These days he’s helping 
eradicate a potentially devastating weed from the waterways of the Hunter Valley 
as part of the Coal & Allied Community Trust River Paramedics programme.

“We get everybody into big rubber pants with boots (waders) 
so that they can enter the water and we place a floating plastic 
pipe into the river that behaves like a boom to trap a section of 
the affected area. 

“We then use giant rakes to agitate the weed so it’s not so 
thick, sweep it into one area and feed it into a giant vacuum 
cleaner that can be used in water.

“Sometimes people get stuck in the mud when suction is 
created around their boots and we have to pull them out! This 
business of getting into the water and wading knee high into 
mud is a totally unusual activity. Volunteers love it! 

“The partnership with the Coal & Allied Community Trust helps 
us to be able to commit to long term priority projects like this 
and really make a difference. 

“Without the support of the River Paramedic volunteer teams 
the local councils’ only option would be to use poisons to kill 
the weed, which can be equally detrimental to the environment 
and the water supply.

“Without the partnership it would be a lot tougher, if not 
impossible, to achieve real results. The Coal & Allied Community 
Trust supports us for years at a time and that allows us to 
achieve what we otherwise couldn’t.”

Steve Travers tackling the noxious Salvinia weed that is  
threatening waterways in the Hunter Valley
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First qualifications
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The 44-year-old mother of three from Gladstone in Queensland 
is one of the community’s staunchest volunteers, a well known 
and much loved local whose contribution to the environment 
over the years has been nothing short of outstanding.

Having spent years volunteering on everything from weed 
removal on local sand dunes, supervising people doing 
community service to restore a creek near the local BMX club 
and starting a toad busting club, Iris Cosgrove is now reaping 
the rewards of her dedication. 

The Rio Tinto Alcan Community Fund is providing funding 
through its Catchment Champions partnership with 
Conservation Volunteers for her to complete Conservation 
Volunteers’ nationally recognised Conservation Volunteer 
Management Course.

Iris explains that her formal education did not get beyond  
Year 10 and the qualification will open many more doors for her 
in the future.

“This will be my first formal qualification in life – I never 
thought I’d get to do anything like this,” she explains. “I’ve 
been dedicated to bringing up my three kids and while  
I always wanted to do things when they grew up, it’s never 
really happened. 

Getting her first formal qualifications will turn Iris Cosgrove’s love of nature and 
years of volunteering into something she could one day be paid to continue. 

“I’ve always had a passion for nature - my grandfather was 
an inspiration to me and taught me about protecting native 
creatures and plants. 

“Four years ago Conservation Volunteers was seeking 
volunteers for weed removal – I saw an ad in the paper to 
restore Tigalee Creek and I was the only one who turned up!  

“So I worked with Conservation Volunteers’ regional manager, 
Roderick Coleman, and slowly others joined us.

“One day I said to Roderick, ‘I’m going to get fair dinkum’ and 
next time he came out he said ‘you want to get fair dinkum,  
Rio Tinto Alcan will give you sponsorship to do this course!’  

“I’m starting the course this year – it’s 300 hours volunteer 
management work and the qualification will enable me to take 
out teams and supervise them doing conservation work. 

“It’s excellent that Conservation Volunteers and Rio Tinto do 
this – they give so many people opportunities in life.

“I’m rapt, I feel like I’m finally getting ahead now. Eventually I’d 
like to get down on the Murray and the Fitzroy Basin and work 
on getting into the river mouths – though I’ll probably be 60 or 
70 by that stage!”

Iris Cosgrove is gaining her first qualifications via Conservation  
Volunteers and Rio Tinto
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Realising dreams
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Today, Alex Hegedus’s colleagues at The Australian Museum 
describe the qualified technician as, ‘one of the best 
technicians the Entomology Department has.’

“I’ve always loved insects and creepy crawlies,” she says. Alex 
tells how she reached 28 and asked herself, ‘if I was to die 
tomorrow would there be anything I would regret?’ One of the 
things was not doing a science degree.

“As a teenager I was told there was no future in science and my 
maths was quite poor. So I didn’t bother applying and I went off 
and did other jobs in sales and clerical positions for years.

“After not working for a long time I eventually went to TAFE to 
do the tertiary preparation certificate and finally did a science 
degree at Macquarie University.

“I decided I needed to get some work experience and I 
responded to an advertisement in the paper. When I expressed 
interest in The Australian Museum the woman in the Conservation 
Volunteers office said they had a project there.

“I ended up volunteering on the BioMaps® project which 
sees the Museum and Rio Tinto working together to increase 
Australia’s knowledge of diversity in the Pilbara through the 
creation of Australia’s first interactive biomapping tool. 

As a teenager Alex Hegedus wanted to work as a scientist, but after being 
discouraged from that career path, then ending up unemployed and with 
little confidence, she finally found her dream job through volunteering with 
Conservation Volunteers. 

“Conservation Volunteers through its Future Volunteers 
partnership with Rio Tinto has provided a number of volunteers to 
perform vital work on this project and I was one them.

“The real highlight of the volunteering was when I was asked 
to go to the Pilbara to shoot a film Rio Tinto was making about 
the project. 

“It was an amazing, eye-opening experience seeing where 
the specimens come from and the Pilbara is a beautiful place. 
It was just after one of the cyclones so it was really lush and 
green – it was heaven, or rather, it was insectopia!

“Volunteering in a real work environment opens your mind 
to believing, ‘I can actually do this, I’m not unemployed and 
useless at things.’

“I’m now a technical officer in the Entomology Department at 
the Museum which involves databasing the specimens but 
I also do a variety of other jobs like organising and setting 
specimens and curating.

“I’d love to work here forever. The programme has been 
fantastic for boosting my confidence and skill levels.

“Step by step I am progressing and I’m seeing the miracle of 
what can happen through volunteering.”

Alex Hegedus turned her love of creepy crawlies into employment 
through Conservation Volunteers
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Special kids
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When Volunteer Engagement Officer and Team Leader Karl 
French was approached by one of the special education 
teachers at Gladstone State High School about Conservation 
Volunteers taking their students for work experience he 
cautiously agreed to accept one.

Since then five special needs kids in Gladstone have not only 
undertaken work experience with Conservation Volunteers, 
Karl explains they have also completed their 30-hour logbooks 
and obtained their Certificate 1 in Active Volunteering through 
places funded under Catchment Champions, a partnership 
between Conservation Volunteers and the Rio Tinto Alcan 
Community Fund. 

“The students have physical and intellectual disabilities that are 
not so severe they need to be at a special school, but they do 
need that little bit of extra help,” said Karl. 

“We started with one student, Mark, and later decided it would 
be a good opportunity to put him through the certificate so he 
would get something tangible from the experience.

“When Mark started with us he had severe motivational issues, 
wasn’t interested in school and hated everything. Then one day 
he turned to me and said, ‘if there was a job doing this, I would 
do it’. 

The partnership between Conservation Volunteers and Rio Tinto has helped 
provide inspiration, motivation and recognised qualifications for kids with 
learning difficulties, strengthening the Gladstone community in Queensland.

“This experience has made him realise there are 
opportunities out there and he’s now looking at doing a 
traineeship in horticulture.

“So we offered to put more students through the course and 
ran a two week intensive session with five participants funded 
under Catchment Champions. These kids can go out and say 
‘I’ve done some work on Conservation Volunteers projects’ 
but most employers will ask for proof and the certificate gives 
them that.

“We worked on various projects ranging from weed removal 
at the fun and fitness trail and Canoe Point, planting trees 
at Cluden Wildlife Management Unit, to refurbishing outside 
displays at the Gladstone Maritime Museum.

“The kids were very proud to be helping the community and 
most now realise that just because they have a disability it 
doesn’t have to hold them back.”

“Rio Tinto Alcan is funding 200 project days over a three year 
period in the Gladstone region and this project just shows 
how the partnerships with Conservation Volunteers are 
strengthening our community.”

Special needs kids in Gladstone working with Conservation Volunteers
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The students were so inspired by the work they did with 
Conservation Volunteers they wrote thank you letters to Karl 
which are reproduced here:

Dear Karl

Thank you very much for inviting us out with Conservation 
Volunteers. You taught me new things that I didn’t know 
before. My favourite job was pulling out weeds and digging a 
hole to plant trees. I loved looking at all the animals. I hope to 
see you again. 

Emma

Dear Karl

We all thank you for letting us come and volunteer and help the 
environment. Conservation Volunteers has taught me new skills 
and how to get along with other people. I want to come back 
out there again because I love doing stuff like volunteering to 
help our environment to stay as clean as possible. 

Harley  

Dear Karl

I’ve learnt about the work undertaken as a volunteer. Thank 
you for taking me to Conservation Volunteers. Conservation 
Volunteers has told me about the safety rules, how to work as 
a team, plant trees, how to look after the wildlife, digging skills 
and my strength. 

Elsa Jane

Dear Karl

Thank you very much for inviting us to go out to Conservation 
Volunteers. My favourite to place to work was Canoe Point 
because the beach is one of my favourite places. Volunteering 
got us out to work, which is excellent. I felt proud I was giving 
up my time to help the environment.

Peta

Dear Karl

Conservation Volunteers has taught me lots of things about 
what it means to be a volunteer. I found it very interesting how 
Maggie is trying to breed koalas to release into the Gladstone 
area. Giving up the time to come and work at Conservation 
Volunteers was worth it. I have learnt so much from this 
experience. So thank you for having us. 

Shara

Dear Karl

Conservation Volunteers has taught me a lot of new things, 
such as how to plant trees properly, how to pull out weeds 
correctly and how to work as a team. I feel very happy with 
myself because I was also doing things for the community. 

Shane

Dear Karl

Conservation Volunteers has taught me about weeds and the 
damage they can do to the environment.

I’ve learnt how to use tools and all about health and 
safety rules, as well as protecting yourself out in the sun. 
Conservation Volunteers helps Gladstone be a better place. I 
would love to do volunteering again.

Nikkita

Special kids
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Strengthening 
community groups
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Conservation Volunteers Cairns Manager Mark Dwyer says  
that in his 27 years’ experience working with volunteers the  
In Safe Hands toolkit stands out as one of the most promising 
and exciting developments for occupational health and safety 
training in the community conservation industry. 

“We don’t want anyone to get hurt while volunteering. 
Community conservation groups have really needed a formal 
tailored safety and risk program to help them take that next 
step. The In Safe Hands toolkit provides that structure, 
framework and process.

“I became a volunteer for the Low Isle Preservation Society last 
year after meeting them at one of the In Safe Hands workshops. 
The Low Isles are located 12 kilometres off the coast of Port 
Douglas in Queensland. The Society trains volunteers to 
maintain the islands when the caretakers go on leave.

“In Safe Hands was developed as part of a partnership 
between Rio Tinto and Conservation Volunteers and promoted 
via a series of workshops.

The Low Isles Preservation Society in Queensland is one of many 
community groups across Australia benefiting from the In Safe Hands toolkit, 
a safety management system specifically designed to help community 
conservation groups.

“We developed two days of volunteer training in the classroom 
and two days on the islands and the safety component was 
formed using the In Safe Hands toolkit.

“There was a lot of enthusiasm and within hours of us making 
the announcement about this training we had the first class filled.

“The risk assessment sheet provided through In Safe Hands 
even includes prompts and has been designed specifically for 
our industry, including some of the common risks we face.

“Now, before we start work – even on seemingly straightforward 
activities like tree planting - a risk assessment helps us look at 
our worksite as a team and identify what the potential hazards 
are, then take the necessary steps to eliminate those hazards or 
modify the situation. It’s really making safety management much 
more straightforward.”
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Picturesque parks
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Parks and Recreation Manager for Calliope Shire Council 
Jeff Kidner explains Canoe Point Environmental Park was 
originally the headland of a secluded beach that was hardly 
ever visited. 

“It had only a few picnic tables, some old shelters and it just 
wasn’t really being used much. Meanwhile, to the south, 
Millennium Esplanade had become a highly developed picnic 
area on the beach with a surf club and cafés, full of bright 
colours and atmosphere.

“Millennium was built seven or eight years ago and it was being 
loved to death! It’s a huge attraction, what we call a destination 
park. We looked to develop Canoe Point as an alternative to 
take the pressure off Millennium. 

“Calliope Shire Council and the State Government decided 
to spend $3 million upgrading the facilities in the area and 
Conservation Volunteers helped provide additional labour 
through Rio Tinto’s Alcan’s Catchment Champions program to 
give the makeover effort a huge boost.

“Today Canoe Point has become equally popular but for 
different reasons. We’ve kept most of the trees, it’s all natural 
timber and nothing is painted. It has wood fired barbecues and 
we’ve really tried to maintain the uniqueness of the area. 

Rio Tinto Alcan funded work by Conservation Volunteers has helped 
transform Canoe Point Environmental Park in Tannum Sands, Queensland 
from an area of “no great attraction” into an enormously popular spot for 
locals and visitors.

“It’s been a blend of maintaining bushland but also providing 
the services and facilities people expect. The other reason 
we developed Canoe Point was that we found people were 
accessing the beach in an uncontrolled way – tracks were 
starting to appear and we were concerned about erosion.

“Conservation Volunteers was instrumental in formalising the 
tracks, taking on the construction of two major tracks in the 
bush. Each track is 80 or 90 metres in length and two metres 
wide and both have bridges on them to get through gullies. 
The volunteers also installed a series of boardwalks to 
stabilise the beach.

“The partnership between Rio Tinto and Conservation Volunteers 
has really enhanced my ability to improve the whole area.

“It has allowed me to conduct activities, revegetate areas 
and do environmentally friendly work that I wouldn’t usually 
be able to because I don’t have the manpower. This in itself 
improves the overall amenity value of the area and enhances 
the liveability of the area.

Canoe Point Environmental Park has been transformed by volunteers

35



“For example, between Canoe Point and Millennium Esplanade 
is a unique vine forest, which is virtually untouched, but has 
the problem of an invasive weed called Mother of Millions. 
Conservation Volunteers has made all the difference in 
controlling this fast spreading weed.”

Local Laws & Noxious Weeds Coordinator for Calliope Shire 
Council, Darryl Saw, explains why he has also been impressed 
with the efforts of Conservation Volunteers in removing Mother 
of Millions.

“Weeds are a very serious problem in Australia. They are 
degrading the land, choking our native species, disrupting the 
economy and taking over land to the extent that it becomes 
unviable for grazing or commercial properties.

“Weeds are second only to land clearing as the biggest threat 
to Australia’s biodiversity and the Mother of Millions weed 
near Canoe Point ranks as one of the CSIRO’s top 10 invasive 
weed species.

“Being a succulent it loves the dry conditions. Every leaf 
that falls off sprouts one or more new plants. You see them 
decorating the land. In grazing areas they are fatal to cattle. 

“Conservation Volunteers worked their way through the 
dunal landscape, hand-pulling the little weeds to reduce their 
infestation along the shoreline of Canoe Point and beyond.

“In the past 18 months they have taken out two tonnes 
of weeds – so if you can fit 30 kilograms in a wheelie bin, 
that’s 60-wheelie bin loads! It is only scratching the surface 
but it’s reduced infestation considerably and enhanced the 
attractiveness of the area. 

“Conservation Volunteers are very dedicated and they do  
an excellent job - without them we’d have to find a more  
costly method of getting the work done and that would impact 
on ratepayers. 

“To keep an area like Canoe Point free of Mother of Millions 
each year without the help of Conservation Volunteers would be 
about $45,000 annually.”

Conservation Volunteers have made a big difference by manually removing the Mother of Millions from a unique vine forest

Picturesque parks
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Tasmanian shorebirds
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Conservation Volunteers is working with Birds Australia, the Tasmanian  
Conservation Trust and Rio Tinto Alcan Bell Bay on a programme to help  
conserve Tasmania’s shorebirds.

Australia is home to many unique species of shorebirds, with 
Tasmania holding significant populations of several resident 
non-migratory species. Tasmania is also special as it plays a 
vital role in sustaining the population of migratory shorebirds 
- which use the island as they move between their breeding 
areas in the northern hemisphere and non-breeding areas in 
the south.

Birds Australia Chief Executive Officer Graeme Hamilton says 
many of the protective features offered by islands, such as 
isolation and insulation from various threats on the mainland, 
are being eroded in Tasmania. Coastal development is also 
increasing, placing shorebirds under further threat.

“All of the organisations involved in this partnership believe that 
biodiversity conservation is a shared responsibility,” Graeme 
said. “The task of conserving Tasmania’s shorebirds is an 
enormous one, and by pooling our resources and expertise, 
we believe we can have an impact.”

The first step of the partnership was to commission a review 
to identify where the best opportunities lay for shorebird 
conservation. Now completed, two pilot projects are underway.

The first is a habitat management project, while the second is 
an education campaign aimed at raising general awareness 
of the issues and actions that can be taken to help conserve 
shorebirds in Tasmania.

“Conservation Volunteers has had extensive experience 
working along the remote and rugged coastline of Tasmania, 
as well as on coastal islands, so has been an important 
contributor in the planning stage. 

“Conservation Volunteers will provide the manpower and just 
as important, the expertise in safely managing and motivating 
teams of volunteers.”

The site project is being undertaken in the George Town and 
Tamar Estuary region and Conservation Volunteer teams 
will help with a number of tasks including weed control and 
eradication, revegetation and erecting signs to help raise 
awareness of the conservation significance of the area.
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The road ahead

40



Conservation Volunteers Australia and Rio Tinto are both 
committed to working with all sectors of the community in 
order to bring about conservation outcomes.

The programmes and projects the partners have supported 
over the past decade demonstrate the positive outcomes that 
can flow from working together – including the development 
and sharing of new knowledge, community engagement and 
the implementation of practical conservation activities across a 
number of states.

As leaders in their respective fields, both organisations will 
continue to look for opportunities to work together and with 
others to bring about benefits for the environment as well as 
their organisations. 

For Rio Tinto these benefits include an expression of its 
commitment to environmental responsibility, rehabilitation and 
biodiversity conservation, as well as a better understanding of 
the environmental issues important to local communities.

For Conservation Volunteers, benefits include the continuation 
of a high profile leadership within Australian conservation 
and furthering its programs that allow for strong community 
involvement in conservation projects.
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Conservation Volunteers’ offices

QLD 
Brisbane 
Townsville 
Cairns 
Mackay 
Gladstone

NSW 
Sydney 
Port Macquarie 
Newcastle 
Bathurst 
Woollongong

ACT
Canberra

VIC
Melbourne 
Geelong 
Ballarat 
Bendigo

WA 
Perth 
Broome

TAS 
Hobart 
Launceston

NT 
Darwin 
Alice Springs

Rio Tinto’s operations

QLD 
Weipa - Bauxite 
Blair Athol - Coal 
Hail Creek - Coal 
Kestral - Coal 
Boyne Island Smelter - Aluminium 
Yarwun Refinery - Alumina 
Gladstone Power Station - Aluminium 
Queensland Alumina - Alumina 
Clermont - Coal 
Tarong - Coal

NSW 
Northparkes- Copper 
Bengalla - Coal 
Hunter Valley Operations - Coal 
Mt Thorley Operations - Coal 
Warkworth - Coal 
Tomago - Aluminium

WA 
HIsmelt - Iron ore 
Three Springs - Talc 
Lake MacLeod - Salt 
Dampier - Salt 
Pilbara Operations - Iron Ore 
(Includes Channar, Eastern Range, Paraburdoo, Mt Tom Price, 
Brockman No.2, Nammuldi, Marandoo, Yandicoogina, Hope Downs, 
West Angelas, Mesa J, Dampier Port, Cape Lambert Port)  
Port Hedland - Salt 
Argyle - Diamonds

TAS 
Bell Bay - Aluminium

NT 
ERA (headquarters & ranger operation) - Uranium 
Gove - Bauxite & Alumina

Locations in Australia
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Alumina
Aluminium
Bauxite
Coal
Copper
Diamonds
Iron Ore*
Salt
Talc
Uranium

Conservation Volunteers’ Offices

*Indicates multiple locations in the Pilbara
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For more information contact:

Conservation Volunteers Australia
www.conservationvolunteers.com.au 

BOX 423
BALLARAT VIC 3353

Ph: 1800 032 501 
 

Rio Tinto
www.riotinto.com

120 Collins St
Melbourne 3000

Ph: 03 9283 3333



Shared paths
Commemorating ten years of partnership between  

Conservation Volunteers Australia and Rio Tinto


