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AST week was National Vol-
unteers’ Week, so it was
unsurprising that a few of my
engagements were with vol-
unteering organisations.

Let’s start with a rather large num-
ber: 140 million.

According to new research com-
missioned by the Royal Voluntary
Service and carried out by the Cen-
tre for Economics and Business
Research (CEBR), that’s the number
of volunteer hours that went unused
by UK employees last year. Despite
62 per cent of businesses giving their
employees volunteer days to pro-
vide their time, free of charge, to the
voluntary sector, about £32 billion
worth of that time is going unused.
Much of that, we're told, is because
would-be volunteers struggle to find
voluntaryroles that would suit them.

That’s such a shame because
there are so many fabulous organi-
sations out there doing all sorts of
work - and the vast majority of them
are crying out for volunteers to help
them in the often vital work they do.
I met a few of them at last week’s
VOLFEST in Chelmsford High
Street.

VOLFEST is a day of celebration
and information organised every
year by Chelmsford CVS, which
coordinates the charity and volun-
tary sector in our city. It takes the
form of lots of information stalls set
up in High Street, staffed by volun-
teers from each organisation.

The aim is twofold: 1) to raise
awareness amongst the public about
what they each do and what volun-
teering opportunities are available;
and 2) to network with each other to
find ways that these organi-
sations can help each
other.
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or mount a horse. The one they had
didn’t have any sides, so it wasn’t as
safe or easy to use as it could be.
When I visited their stall at VOLFEST,
they told me that volunteers from
Men’s Sheds, just a few stalls away
from them, had kindly offered to
make a new one for them, putting
their own volunteering skills to
extremely good use.

When I go to these events, I try to
speak to as many people as possible,
although I don’t always have
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It was clear from talking to them
and the fun-filled photos on display
on their stall, how much joy and
laughter they bring to the people
they serve.

But they told me about a partially-
sighted user who needs to use a box
with steps to climb into the carriage

Ambassadog Luna.

Once my attention was dragged
away from the affectionate, fur baby
at my feet, I had a lovely chat with
Rhys and Amanda about the amaz-
ing work they do training dogs to act
as confidence-building companions
to former servicemen and women
who may be struggling with anxiety

and, in some cases, PTSD. The1r
beautiful dogs provide reassurance
to their users and, for many, it can
mean the difference between being
afraid even to go outside, and being
able to live an independent life.

It'’s so important that we support
our ex-servicemen and women, so it
was lovely to hear about the work
this organisation does to help with
that.

Volunteers’ Week was marked in
Parliament too. I was pleased to be
able to join some perhaps more
well-known organisations in the Pal-
ace of Westminster for a reception
where we heard from some young
people and their leaders from the
Scouts and Girlguiding.

The focus of their campaign this
year is on trying to encourage more
people to take up the volunteer
hours that employers are setting
aside but are going unused.

Remember those statistics at the
top of my column? £32 billion could
go a VERY long way to help the work
of charities and voluntary organisa-
tions, often referred to as the third
sector.

Although the monetary benefit-
in-kind is important to the organisa-
tions, the volunteers I spoke to were
very keen to point out how much the
volunteers themselves get out of it.

Volunteering isn’t a purely altruis-
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tic endeavour sure, it can do a lot of
good for other people, but it can be
incredibly rewarding and self-fulfill-
ing for those doing the volunteering.

They can learn new skills, visit
new places, forge new friendships,
and yes, feel a sense of satisfaction
that comes from knowing you're
doing some good in the world.
What's not to love?

Unfortunately, the number of
people volunteering has declined
quite markedly since Covid. It’s dif-
ficult to pinpoint exactly why that is,
but lots of people point to the
changes in working practices, a
change in daily habits, as well as pre-
vious volunteers choosing the pan-
demic as the right time for them to
retire from voluntary life.

At the same time, it has been diffi-
cult to recruit new volunteers. What-
ever the reasons, the bottom line is
that the voluntary sector can’t run
without volunteers.

So, how about it? Why not try out
something new and volunteer some
of your time today? If you want to
find out more about what opportu-
nities are out there, contact the CVS
here: chelmsfordcvs.org.uk.

To close this week’s article, I
wanted to bring you a couple of bits
of good news from Parliament:
firstly, thanks in no small part to the
excellent campaigning by my Lib-

eral Democrat colleague Max
Wilkinson MP, the Member of Par-
liament for Cheltenham (for some
bizarre reason, people keep confus-
ing the names of our two constituen-
cies!), the Government is bringing
forward plans to insist on all new
builds having solar panels on their
roofs, helping to keep household
bills down and creating more resil-
ience in our energy generation and
infrastructure, as well as tackling the
climate emergency.

And finally, the Liberal Democrats
have long been campaigning for
children from the poorest house-
holds to have free school meals. It
was clearly in our 2024 manifesto.

The great news is that despite free
school meals not featuring at all in
Labour’s 2024 manifesto, the Gov-
ernment has just announced that all
children whose parents are in
receipt of Universal Credit will soon
be eligible for free school meals.

This is excellent news. There’s
more to do, including auto-enrol-
ment and, as I pressed the Govern-
ment, ensuring that schools do not
have to pay for this out of their exist-
ing budgets, but I'm very pleased to
see this positive step to help ensure
all children get the best possible
start in life.

Thanks for reading.

Marie



