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Thinking about the role of government in terms of creating an enabling environment for volunteering is always somewhat problematic, recognising the inherent tension between any government and civil society due to their naturally adversarial roles. Even when enabling policy has been created which is true for South Africa, the implementation of these policies are often problematic to say the least.

However there are areas where the needs of government and civil society do merge providing a critical role for government.  This can be seen in the area of research and information gathering, so necessary for all three sectors i.e. state, private sector and civil society. 
In 2008 I was invited to the United Nations to take part in a workshop involving  a small team of civil society experts from around the world.  Our job was to debate and sign off on the definitions and classifications of volunteering activities for the purpose of, comparative global volunteer measurement, to be undertaken by government statistics agencies.

This was an initiative lead by JHU and the ILO which resulted in the volunteering handbook.  

On completion of this process, conferences involving government statisticians from as many countries as possible were organised to introduce the new manual with the standard definitions and systems. Governments were encouraged to implement it, with the ultimate goal being strong,  global, comparative data.
But what about the countries participating?  Especially the developing countries like us in Africa, how useful would these statistics be to us.  Well - Measuring civil society and volunteering in particular, is important and where undertaken can fill a critical gap in our knowledge and understanding of this heavily contested terrain.
This kind of research is incredibly expensive and if undertaken regularly by Government Statistics Agencies can provide the lifeblood and energy for the development of new volunteering programmes, strategies and where necessary policy reform.
On a regular basis and reported in the national accounts the evidence required to recognise the contribution of volunteering to development in our countries would be available. It would provide insight into the impact of current policies, the role of volunteers in the development process and give the private sector a better understanding of how best to support civil society and volunteering.

These international initiatives are therefore critical in stimulating the introduction of such programmes. However it is also important to realise that the generic approaches, definitions and systems used in these handbooks do not always fully accommodate the variety and texture and role of volunteering and civil society in all countries. This has definitely true in a South African context and likely to be true in other African countries with similar communal type volunteering cultures and an environment racked by poverty, HIV and Aids and human rights abuses where volunteering the survival of many is due to volunteering efforts. As a result many important and evolving types of volunteering are excluded and the rich texture that helps us to understand and explain volunteering in Africa can be lost unless we build on and adapt the guidelines provided in the handbook. 







Above is a slide that provides some examples of how the existing ILO definition needs to be adapted in the South African context, in order to be more meaningful.

We are fortunate however that Statistics South Africa, one of the first governments agencies in Africa to include a regular volunteering activity module in their programme, have taken on board some of these problems and attempted to expand the definitions to be more inclusive of the types of volunteering that are sensitive to critical issues in this country. These would include self-help volunteering relevant in the contribution of poverty reduction programmes and attempts to capture some of the ‘Ubuntu’ type volunteering so integral to African culture. 

Through the pilot programme put in place by Statistics South Africa,  some  important lessons that still have to be addressed in the next round, have been learnt.  These include the under-reporting of more informal characteristics of the volunteering culture that characterises civil society in so many African countries
. It also does not yet fully capture other characteristic peculiar to Southern Africa for example the ravages of Aids and the need for families to foster the 3 million orphans left behind, a volunteering activity that is excluded under the ILO definition of volunteering.

However for the first time ever we have a nationally representative measure of volunteering produced by the South African Government. Although we have a long way to go to refine the module I thought I should share a few of the results with you – hot of the press as they say:
Only 37% of volunteering activities are undertaken through NGO while 53% are undertaken directly. (9% do both)
64% of women volunteer which is significantly more than the 35% of men that volunteer
People 45 to 54 years of age are more likely to volunteer than any other age group with the 15 – 24 age group being the least likely to volunteer.
If governments in the Southern African region can stand together and agree on approaches to the measurement of volunteering, it will go a long way to ensuring that Africa’s voice is heard in the global volunteering agenda, and Africa’s volunteers would have the information they so desperately need to drive development on the continent.
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“Unpaid non-compulsory work; that is, time individuals give without pay to activities performed either through an organisation or directly for others outside their own household.”
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