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Volunteering in Ohio’s State Nature Preserves 

How to successfully build and maintain a group of volunteers dedicated to 

helping preserve Ohio’s State Nature Preserves 

 

1. Benefits of volunteering in a State Nature Preserve 

2. Select a project 

3. Be realistic about the trips 

4. Maintain consistency 

5. Variety encourages people to return 

6. Whose tools are used?  

7. Build a core  

8. Build traditions 

9. Selection of a name 

10. Register the volunteers 

 

The Division of Natural Areas and Preserves (DNAP) was still young when a group of people from 

Columbus Audubon (CA) was casting about for some worthwhile projects.  A partnership between 

the two was soon struck and the group became dedicated to working solely on the nature preserves.  It 

became obvious that a real esprit de corps had developed among the volunteers and with the staff 

from DNAP.  The participants looked forward to the trips and made time in their schedule to attend.  

The purpose of this writing is to document the elements of success with that partnership so it can be 

duplicated in other regions in Ohio. 

 

For over thirty years, the group from CA has been giving up their Saturdays to work on the preserves.  

They have done everything from building bridges, boardwalks, and bird blinds to removing invasives 

and old dumpsites.  The truly amazing part is that even though the work is not glamorous, these 

people continue to return for more.  Why?  Because it is fun. 

 

It is important to note that while the strategy outlined here worked well for CA, it does not mean this 

is the only approach that will have good results.  It is hoped that each group will take the details listed 

here and modify them to best fit the character of their own group.  This document should serve as a 

jumping off point, a place to get some ideas on how to get started, a heads up about some ideas that 

seemed good but did not work as expected, and suggestions of things that took years to develop. 

 

Note: the use of the abbreviation CA is meant to refer to the subset of people within the much larger 

Columbus Audubon chapter that regularly go on the work trips. 
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1. Benefits of volunteering in a State Nature Preserve 

Let’s face it; it takes energy and fortitude to volunteer in an SNP.  Anyone who ever battled 

invasive species knows it takes energy to cut honeysuckle and fortitude to go back at it after 

lunch.  But the payback is marvelous as is evidenced by the camaraderie of the people and 

the satisfaction of a job well done.  But there is more to it than that.  Every time you work in 

a preserve, you build a connection to it; you feel as if you belong there.  You want to go back 

to it and take your friends.  You can’t help but point out the work done by the team and 

perhaps you’ll even recognize that piece of boardwalk you personally nailed.  Your pride 

goes beyond the work of the volunteers and extends to the preserve as a whole.  You 

recognize the nuances of that preserve and why it is worthy of preservation. 

Some projects involve traversing the same trail multiple times, perhaps to carry lumber to the 

site where it is needed.  CA did this in autumn one year at Lake Katharine when the trail was 

strewn with bright yellow leaves dappled with sunlight.  Every pass seemed to soak peace 

deeper and deeper into the volunteers.  What could have been a chore was instead a feast for 

the eyes and a balm for the soul. 

2. Select a project  

There are several ways to go about this.  One is to see a need in a particular preserve and to 

approach the preserve manager about volunteering to do the work.  Another is to approach a 

preserve manager and find out what needs exist in any of the preserves in his/her region.  

Another logical place to start is with Ohio Natural Areas and Preserves Association 

(ONAPA).  It has a list of projects prioritized by urgency and you can ask for suggestions 

from it.  Regardless, the preserve manager must approve each project and provide 

supervision either personally or by designating someone associated with the preserve. 

There must be enough lead time for the preserve manager to prepare for the project.  This 

may mean purchasing supplies, clearing the calendars for any ODNR employees who will 

work with you, and discussing the project with others to ensure it is in line with the mission 

of DNAP.  CA plans all of their work trips during the summer for the following school year.  

This allows the manager to plan on certain tasks being accomplished and thus to direct their 

own resources to other projects. 

Once on site, the preserve manager or approved project supervisor will give a general 

introduction to the preserve and the project.  If it involves cutting or pulling invasive species, 

the volunteers will be taught to recognize the invasive plants as well as the protected plants 

that appear similar.  It is important that all volunteers receive this training.   

3. Be realistic about the trips 

It is easy to get over zealous about the trips and assume that conditions will be ideal during 

the visit.  But there are some practical concerns that will influence people as they consider 

returning for another trip. 

3.1. There is a limit to the volunteers’ heartiness – One of the most memorable pictures of a 

CA work trip is at Prairie Road Fen after lunch on a steamy summer day.  Everyone was 

sprawled on the ground, hats over their eyes, enjoying a catnap.  CA discovered two 
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things about trips that summer.  The first is that no one likes to work when it is hot and 

humid.  The second is that the preserve managers are usually so busy in the summer just 

doing routine maintenance and patrolling the preserves that it is difficult for them to set 

aside yet another Saturday to work.  Out of respect for the managers and for the 

preservation of their own bodies, CA made the decision to have work trips only during 

the school year. 

3.2. When should a trip be cancelled? – CA has seldom had to cancel a work trip.    Despite 

the forecasts, more often than not, rain comes in fits and spurts and isn’t enough to deter 

work.  That said, yes, the group has worked in all-day drenching rains, but only a few 

times in their many years.  Generally speaking, the weather is not as bad as it seems 

when looking out through the window of a comfortable home.   Once you’re out in it, 

you revel in the delights of being outdoors rather than the inconvenience of a drizzle.  

CA does have a few “fair weather friends” but for the most part, rain will not dampen 

the spirits of the people on the trip.  They have learned to bring the proper clothing to 

keep themselves comfortable.   

Rain may not cancel a trip, but dangerous roads due to ice are a good reason to cancel.  

This can be a tough call to make because the site may be 45 miles away with unknown 

road conditions along the way.  The leaders of CA have learned the tolerance the group 

has for inclement weather and that helps guide the decision. 

3.3. Avoid places so heavily covered in poison ivy there is no way to escape it – winter is a 

good time to visit those sites. 

3.4. Make your trips within a reasonable distance of your city - Any more than one and a half 

hours of drive time one way cuts too much into the length of the work day.   CA also 

allows time for a restroom stop along the way if there are no facilities at the site. 

3.5. Be judicious in the timing of the trips – Despite the enthusiasm CA thought it could 

muster, they purposely limited the number of work trips.  CA has them sparse enough 

that they are considered special events and people make an effort to arrange their 

calendars so they can attend.  On the other hand, the trips need to be frequent enough 

that camaraderie can develop among the members.  CA has seven or eight trips between 

September and June each year.  It may be appropriate to plan just a few trips for a new 

group to build up a base of people dedicated to the SNPs and then expand from there as 

the popularity of the cause develops. 

4. Maintain consistency 

Consistency makes it easy for people to participate; they don’t need to remember the details 

of each trip because the details are always the same. 

4.1. Time and place of departure – CA has the luxury of being based in Columbus and thus 

having access to ODNR.  They always meet at the same spot in the parking lot of ODNR 

at 7:45 AM on a Saturday.  Departure time is 8:00.  No one ever has to wonder where or 

when to meet.  (There are some people who drive directly to the SNP and do not meet at 

ODNR.  Directions are always sent to the drivers to make this possible.) 
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4.2. Ending time – Over the years, CA has determined that most people like to return to 

Columbus by 5:00.  Occasionally the work project lasts longer than expected and they 

return late, but the goal is always 5:00 so people can plan their evening accordingly. 

4.3. Transportation – Be consistent with the transportation.  Plan to carpool from a 

designated spot each trip or plan to meet everyone at the SNP.  It is not important which 

method is used, as long as people are comfortable with the routine. 

4.4. Lunch – The CA group members all know to take their own lunch.  Your group may 

choose to provide lunch for everyone.  That will work well also, as long as it is done on 

a consistent basis. 

5. Variety encourages people to return  

The preserve managers have a very diverse set of needs for their SNPs.  Bridges need to be 

built, invasives need to be removed, water bars are needed on trails, signs can use a paint job, 

and trails need to be relocated.  The list goes on.  CA selects a variety of projects for each 

year.  Some types of projects are consistently better attended than others and CA ensures 

there is at least one of those projects each year.  CA’s all time favorite is going out in the 

dead of winter to burn brush piles they built the year before.  It is followed closely by 

construction projects.  The most important task of all may be removing invasives and CA 

does quite a number of these each year. 

6. Whose tools are used?  

The preserve managers have a collection of tools they take to every work site.  It has been 

CA’s experience that the managers are always well prepared and have the appropriate tools.  

But the managers do have a limited supply so CA purchased their own set of the most 

commonly needed tools and keeps them in a big bin.  The bin goes to every work trip.  In 

addition to loppers, hand pruners, and saws, it includes extra work gloves, hearing protection, 

safety glasses, and a first aid kit.  Occasionally, the managers will ask that CA members 

bring additional personal tools because they know that no one likes to sit around idle due to a 

lack of tools.  

7. Build a core  

How can a core group of people who love nature, want to ‘give back’, and are willing to do 

physical work be found?  One way is to tap into an existing organization.  This is the way it 

was done in Columbus Audubon.  The projects started as a new kind of field trip.  This was a 

bit of a stretch, because this did not directly deal with birds, and at the time, Audubon was 

mostly about birds.  Nevertheless, an advertisement for a planning meeting was put in the 

newsletter and the response was overwhelming.   It was not long before a work trip group 

developed their own personality and esprit de corps, and became a recognized sub-group of 

Columbus Audubon.  There may be an existing organization in your region that would be 

willing to add work trips to their repertoire of activities.  A strong advantage of this is the 

membership base of the parent organization.  Their newsletter will reach people who are 

unaware of the work trips yet willing to get involved once they become educated. 
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It may be appropriate to work with just one organization and become a sub-group as CA did, 

or may be appropriate to develop a separate identity and advertise with multiple 

organizations.  There may be hiking clubs, outdoor activity clubs, climate change clubs, and 

clubs for nature lovers in your area.  It is possible they will be agreeable to putting 

advertisements for the work trips in their newsletters.  This will allow you to build a separate 

organization dedicated strictly to the management of one or more State Nature Preserves and 

still have a place to advertise.  Such organizations can live under the umbrella of ONAPA 

and obtain the advantages of 501©3 tax-exempt status through them.  Simply contact 

ONAPA for assistance in developing a partnership with them. 

8. Build traditions 

Traditions tie people together; they help people feel like they belong to the group.  CA has 

some traditions that started out in a straightforward way and then grew in importance.  Be 

aware of patterns that begin to emerge with your group and grow them into traditions. 

8.1. On the trip - It was a coincidence that CA starting building traditions with their first 

work trip.  They had gone to Clifton Gorge to plant trees and at the end of the day 

someone suggested stopping by a very popular ice cream parlor for a cone.  The next trip 

was also dangerously close to another ice cream shop so the group again decided to stop.  

After that, the group simply expected to stop and details were usually discussed in the 

morning as to where the afternoon treat would be.  They plan their departure time at the 

end of the day to allow for ice cream and still return to Columbus by 5:00.  Even in the 

dead of winter, when open parlors are hard to find, CA still makes their traditional stop. 

8.2. Celebrate together – Every December someone in the group hosts a holiday party at their 

home.  This too, started out unpretentiously when one member invited the others to a 

Christmas potluck.  The next year it happened again and the tradition was born. 

8.3. A no-work work trip – In the summer CA sometimes gets together simply to visit a SNP; 

they take no tools.  Once in a while a preserve manager will meet them at the preserve 

and give a tour.  This is a fun way to maintain contact with the group during the summer 

when they have no work trips. 

8.4. Make the planning fun – In the summer CA has a potluck at someone’s home to plan the 

trips for the following year.  A list of potential trips is drawn up in advance and the 

participants vote on the ones they would like to do.  The planning part is always very 

short and most of the time is spent simply visiting with one another. 

9. Selection of a name  

Originally CA called the work trips by the non-creative yet very descriptive term: work trips.  

After a long while, a small set of anecdotal stories indicated to them that the word work may 

actually have been a deterrent for some people who assumed it was all work and no fun.  The 

name was changed to the more altruistic Service in the Preserves.  The name simply gives 

the group an identity and gives the members a rallying point.  By having a group name, each 

person feels connected to it, as if they belong to something solid and thus are more likely to 

return.  
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10. Register the volunteers 

Before anyone can volunteer on a SNP, the State requires they sign up with ODNR as a 

volunteer.  This will protect them with Workers’ Compensation.  It is a simple process of 

filling out a small amount of paperwork, and should be done several weeks in advance.   

Contact ONAPA for help in getting started with this; they can supply the forms and direction 

on where to send them. 

 

Working in a State Nature Preserve is sure to be a rewarding experience for everyone involved.  

A little bit of leadership is all that is needed to introduce a new set of people to the satisfaction of 

aiding these beautiful sites.  It is not difficult to do and ONAPA can be your greatest ally in 

getting a group off the ground.   Once people go on their first work trip to enjoy the uniqueness 

of a preserve and the satisfaction of completing the task at hand, they will be eager to return. 

 

For additional information, visit www.onapa.org or contact ONAPA at PO Box 451, Johnstown 

OH 43031. Author Katryn Renard was an ONAPA Board Member through September 2014. 

ONAPA is eager to help anyone who wishes to get more involved with natural area service 

projects. 

 

http://www.onapa.org/

