
Interview with Pamela Seager, Executive Director of Rancho Los Alamitos,   
The Role of the Volunteers (6) 
Dorothy Fue Wong conducts the interview.   

Wong: What’s the difference between volunteers and professionals?  

Pamela Seager:  I think the only real difference is that the staff is paid.  In fact, we often call 
upon volunteers who have more expertise than the staff who are paid in certain areas.  So I am 
very wary of creating a disparity between people who are volunteers and the “professionals.”  
Volunteers are enormously valuable and need to be respected on the same level as professionals 
for what they bring to an organization and to the community.  The volunteer contributions are 
very diverse and range from the most sophisticated input that you might have from a Board 
member or from a community leader, to somebody who just simply wants to work in the garden.  
Volunteer time and expertise is a gift to the organization or the community and it needs to be 
respected just as much as the professional time. 

Wong:  Is there an understanding at the very beginning – is there a policy about the 
difference between the volunteers and professionals? 

Pamela Seager:  The only policy that I have is that the staff respects the volunteers, treat them 
as equals, and that they do not give volunteers all of the nasty work that they do not want to do.  
You have to be willing to work as a partnership team.  Volunteers are not there to do the grudge 
work that the staff does not want to do, and you have to let a volunteer grow in their volunteer 
area.  What you ask a volunteer to do has to be commensurate with their interests, their skills, 
and the time they have available.  I have also found that volunteers are some of our best students, 
they want to learn about what they are doing and about the organization overall.  So the key is 
really the level of respect and attention that you provide the volunteers, how worthwhile and 
engaging their experience is, and the volunteer also needs a sense that they have contributed 
something valuable, i.e. their time and /or expertise to the organization. 

So we pay great attention to the camaraderie, the enjoyment, the sense of being a valued 
contributor and a part of the ranch community. 

Wong::  Do you have a policy on the type of activities volunteers can undertake. 

Pamela Seager:  Yes, we do.  Like most non profits, we have a rather specific structure for 
management of our volunteer resources, and here I am excluding the Board of Trustees and 
specific advisors, which is a different component of the program.  With respect to our overall 
volunteer group, we have about 160-170 volunteers, and they are divided into eight service areas.  
We have docents, office and administration, public programs and events, special projects and 
community outreach, curatorial, hospitality, garden and livestock volunteers.  
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     Whenever a new volunteer comes aboard, they are always interviewed by the Volunteer 
Coordinator to ascertain their area of interest.  Each of the activity areas has a Service Area 
Coordinator who takes that volunteer under their wing.  The Coordinators then come together on 
a monthly basis, operating almost like a governing board and that group constitutes the Volunteer 
Service Council who works under agreed-upon Policy Guidelines.   While the overall program is 
managed by the staff Volunteer Coordinator, it runs very much like a mini non-profit where the 
volunteers are managed through the Council.  If there is an issue or concern it goes first to the 
Volunteer Service Council and then to the staff Volunteer Coordinator.  Then if it needs further 
input, it comes to me or to one of the other staff members.  But the Council tries very hard to 
work efficiently as a managing body and I am rarely called upon to intervene. 

Wong:  Why do you have volunteers? 

Pamela Seager:  We could not run the organization without volunteers, and the volunteers are 
our best ambassadors within the community, which is why you want to make sure that all 
volunteers feel very positive about the organization and their volunteer experience, and that they 
know how to articulate what the organization is about.  We simply would not have enough 
money to hire the number of staff you would need to do docent tours and programs every day of 
the week; we would not have enough staff to run the gardens, and certainly not enough staff to 
do a public programs.   
     A large-scale event, which normally for us has an audience of anywhere from 800 to 2,000 
people, utilizes at least 100 volunteers to accommodate the various shifts so that the volunteer 
can both work for a period and also experience the event.  I firmly believe that there is no way 
for a small organization like ours to be able to operate without the kind of volunteer support that 
we are fortunate enough to engage.   
    Obviously, very important among that volunteer group is the Board of Trustees who are, in 
fact, legally responsible for the institution.  So volunteers run the whole spectrum, from the 
Board of Trustees through to somebody handling livestock.  With the exception of the Board of 
Trustees and specific advisors, all prospective volunteers are interviewed by the Volunteer 
Coordinator first.  In the case of livestock volunteers, because of the safety issues, the Livestock 
Manager also plays an important role.  She evaluates very carefully the capabilities of the people 
working with the livestock and she allocates to them only what she feels they can safely handle.  
Sometimes we will reject a volunteer in the large livestock area as really not having the right 
kind of personality or ability to work around the big draft horses, but the volunteer may be 
approved to handle the smaller animals.    
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    I will also put in a word here to say that we also work with the volunteer placement agencies 
in Long Beach.  We accept volunteers who are doing Community Service hours in order to work 
off parking tickets and driving offenses.  We do not take any that have violence or theft in their 
record.    We have had some terrific community service volunteers.  And in fact in one case we 
hired one of the community service volunteers on a part-time, hourly paid basis.  But we have 
had some extraordinary help through the placement agencies.  Most recently, somebody who had 
a parking ticket or something like that turned out to be the publisher of one of the local 
newspapers, and he stepped right in and did a tremendous amount of public relations work for us 
that was enormously valuable.  He also continued on as a volunteer, and is still working as a 
volunteer even though he has long since finished his community service hours.  However, the 
management and use of community service and high school volunteers falls under the staff and 
not under the Volunteer Service Council or the Volunteer Coordinator. 

Wong: In your volunteer program, you have created a program, a very detailed program.  
Would you like to comment how you came about doing this when you came in 1985? 

Pamela Seager:   When the Foundation came on site in 1986 it was a very complicated situation 
because there was already a 501 (c) 3 non profit organization in place entitled the Associates 
which operated more like a Friends of Rancho Los Alamitos.  The Associates had historically 
handled the volunteers and now here was a brand new non-profit Foundation which was legally 
charged by the City to govern Rancho Los Alamitos.  It took awhile for me to study and 
understand the Friends, who were really wonderful volunteers and who had supported the ranch 
through the City period of administration from 1970 until 1986.  Most of the volunteers from that 
group are still with us, at least those who have not aged beyond being able to work, although we 
have one volunteer who is 98 and she works two afternoons a week.  However, it took awhile to 
consider how to meld that non profit into the Foundation.  That gave us time to think about how 
we should build in an appropriate volunteer component of the Foundation.   
     Obviously if you have 160 volunteers you need at least a part-time staff person to schedule 
and manage the group.  In developing the Volunteer Service Council and the staff Coordinator 
position, it ensured that there was a series of filtering layers on an ongoing basis. The volunteers 
also organize their own Volunteer Appreciation events which we do on a fairly regular basis.  We 
have tried to create the right structure so that our staff was not managing every moment of every 
volunteer’s time, because that’s not feasible, and it becomes a diminishing return.  Therefore we 
have a strong clear and not too fussy structure for the volunteers to work within and it has been 
very beneficial.  It fell into place fairly naturally from the type of activities and the functions of 
the site.  We looked at the key functions of the site, looked at which ones could benefit from 
volunteer involvement, and then we developed the areas of activity in which people could 
volunteer and some people volunteer in more than one service area.  

Wong:  How many volunteers do you have? 

Pamela Seager: About 164-170.  Some of them volunteer more than once a week and in more 
than one area.  We stay connected to everybody by bi-monthly volunteer enrichment programs 
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and the volunteer newsletter, and we find that the volunteers communicate effectively with each 
other in their various service areas.  We have telephone trees if we need them and we need to get 
something out to everybody quickly, or martial the forces.  Certainly the gardens take the most 
labor in terms of daily management, and we have a terrific group of garden volunteers to whom I 
give a list of tasks each week.  They can choose from those tasks and the garden area in which 
they like to work, and then they let us know at the end of their work period what has been 
completed, what still needs to be done, or they provide comments about different areas of the 
garden where they see something that needs attention.  In addition to the staff, they are the eyes 
and ears around the gardens, which helps me enormously since we do not presently have a Chief 
Horticulturist.  Like everyone else, we have been forced into layoffs in the current economy but 
our garden volunteers have stepped forward to help pick up the slack and they have been 
invaluable. 

Wong: Is the coordinator paid or is she a volunteer? 

Pamela:  She is paid, and she works between two and three days a week on a flexible schedule 
because if we have a large event, or even smaller event that needs volunteer support on a 
significant level, then the Volunteer Coordinator changes her schedule in order to be able to work 
at the events.   

Wong:  I understand that yesterday you had a huge event that demanded many volunteers.  
How many volunteers were involved? 

Pamela:  We had about seventy or eighty volunteers involved in that event, which focused on the 
opening of the restored Native Garden.  In the morning we had a VIP unveiling of the garden 
which was attended by the Mayor and other dignitaries and contributors to the restoration.   We 
had less than an hour between the ceremonial opening and opening up to the public.  The public 
event drew an audience of about 1,000 people.  We routinely present events for audiences of 
between 800 to 2,200 people so this was relatively small size for us.  The weather was a little 
overcast and in Southern California people are hesitant to come out if the weather is not good. So 
we had less attendance than we would otherwise, but the people who did come thoroughly 
enjoyed it.  Our volunteers operated just perfectly.   
     When we have an event like that, we are very careful to make sure we put volunteers in shifts, 
and we try to place them in an area or working with an activity that they enjoy.  We plan when 
they get a lunch break, where they will eat and we make sure that box lunches are available.  We 
also have a volunteer supervisor for each area of the site. For the recent Native Garden opening 
we had a popular jazz band and I was quite concerned that it might be over-crowded in that area, 
which would constitute a public assembly issue.  Therefore the volunteer supervisor selected for 
that area was a past police officer and she was used to handling big crowds effectively and well.  
She did a terrific job, but we called her in advance and talked to her about our concerns and 
integrated input from her into the event plan. 
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Wong:  That sounds wonderful.  Let’s go over the numbers of  volunteers.  What’s the 
largest number of volunteers, in what category? 

Pamela Seager:  Public programs 

Wong:  And then the next one? 

Pamela Seager:  The next one I would say Docents 

Wong:  And how many do you have there?   

Pamela Seager:  About forty in the docent program, split between school docents and afternoon 
docents.  The Curatorial Volunteer group is a relatively a small number, about twelve.  The 
Garden Volunteers are about twelve. The Livestock Volunteer group at the moment is quite small 
and is comprises only four active members but that is because our livestock is currently boarded 
off-site while we do the restoration of the barnyard area.  But that group will come back up once 
the livestock comes back on site.  Administration volunteers are about four, although if you add 
the direct mail crew then it would go up to about fourteen.  Fortunately, we have ladies and 
gentlemen who love to come and chat together over coffee while processing a bulk mailing for 
us.  The volunteers save us the cost of sending it to a professional house for labeling, sealing and 
getting it ready for a bulk mailing.  Our bulk mailings are normally about 12-14,000 pieces, so it 
really is really a considerable benefit to the organization.  The Hospitality and Floral volunteers 
probably have about twelve members.    

Wong:  My other question is how many hours do the average volunteer work? 

Pamela Seager:  It varies and there really is not an average per person.  It depends upon their 
schedules and availability.  However, collectively the volunteers contribute between 10,000 and 
12,000 hours year, excluding the Board of Trustees and specific advisors. That is worth a lot of 
money.  Some of the volunteers have particular expertise that goes way beyond the normal 
program. For instance, I have one volunteer who is an authority on historic terra cotta, and so she 
works with us on keeping an eye on the condition of the historic terra cotta pots in the garden 
and is always looking at what is coming up at auction or with the dealers.  She is very aware of 
what is on our “to try and obtain” list and that is her professional expertise.  There are a number 
of other volunteers who have particular areas of expertise.   
     We have one volunteer, who is our blacksmith.  An example of his contribution is in the 
current restoration of the barns area where our own blacksmith is repairing or replicating all of 
the historic hinges and gate latches that are required in his own blacksmith’s shop. He also makes 
other items that we need – hose stands, fittings, gate hinges and items for the Gift Shop.  To 
show what that really can mean - in the restoration of the barnyard area for seismic 
strengthening, the structural engineer specified tying the buildings to their new foundations with 
a really modern aluminum bracket which would be very visible to the public in the historic 
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structures.  So we called our blacksmith and met with the general contractor, and our 
construction advisor, and together we designed some rugged, plain old-fashioned “L” shaped 
steel brackets.  The structural engineer signed off on the design and the fabrication specifications 
and our Blacksmith made the brackets, which look perfectly appropriate in place.  He is a 
volunteer so we paid just for the steel at a cost of $132 and received a credit for $600 on the 
aluminum brackets that we rejected.  

Wong:  How do you communicate to the general community that you need certain types of 
volunteers? 

Pamela Seager:  Most of the community newspapers are very good at allowing us to put in 
announcements for when the next docent training is taking place, or notices for volunteers 
needed in particular areas.  Unfortunately, we do not have an advertising budget.  However, we 
find that one of our best areas of recruitment is word of mouth from volunteers within the 
program who introduce new volunteers based on a positive experience and their knowledge of 
the person’s area of interest.  Sometimes we do a recruitment tea and tour to show people the site 
and to have other volunteers share their experiences with them.  For docent training we do rather 
more formal interviews to make sure that the people entering into the program have the ability to 
communicate effectively with the public because we do not want to put them through training, 
then find that they really are not good with working with the public.   

Wong: Is there a certain area that you would like volunteers to work in? 

Pamela Seager:  We always have a need for docents particularly school docents, and we have a 
booked to capacity Native American Children’s Cultural workshop.  People who would like to 
work within that area, particularly Native American culture, would be very welcome.  The class 
is taught by people from the Native American community, but they are assisted by docents 
trained specifically to work with the Native American artifacts and cultural traditions.  

Wong:  Do you have oversight or evaluation of volunteers? 

Pamela:   That is really done on an ongoing basis by the volunteer Service Area Coordinators. 
For instance, in the docent area the head of docent training will occasionally take the tour or will 
listen carefully when she’s moving around the site to make sure that the information docent is 
conveying is accurate and appropriate.  So the oversight really happens within that area of 
activity and it is generally handled by the Service Area Coordinator. Sometimes staff input or 
oversight takes precedence, particularly in the case of livestock where the livestock manager has 
a strong involvement in making sure that the people working with her or around the animals are 
suited for that activity and are working safely.  So that’s the area where we have more staff 
oversight than anywhere else.   

Wong:  Now the Coordinators – are these volunteers or are they paid?  
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Pamela Seager:  No. They are all volunteers who have worked for some time within that service 
area of the volunteer group.   

Wong:   Do they meet periodically with the general coordinator? 

Pamela Seager:  Yes.  They meet every month on a formal basis, but they chat on the phone all 
the time.  It’s a very busy site and so they will make appointments to talk to the staff Volunteer 
Coordinator.  They have a very positive give-and-take relationship.  So that works very well – it 
is a very open process.  We don’t do formal evaluations of individuals.  It is more a case of 
watching how people are moving around the site, how they are coping with what they are doing.  
The Service Area Coordinator is the front line in the oversight process.  The Service Area 
Coordinators will come to the paid Volunteer Coordinator if they feel there are issues that are 
beyond their ability to handle, or they want to talk through a concern before taking action. 

Wong:   As the Executive Director, how do you interface with all these volunteers? 

Pamela Seager:  Well, I see them moving around the site and I know most all of them.  I do 
attend the monthly meetings of the Volunteer Service Council.  I may not come for the entire 
meeting, but I certainly update the Council with what is going on organizationally, or with a large 
project like barns area restoration. It is also an opportunity for them to bring to me issues or 
concerns they have, or to explore ideas and suggestions.  So we can work together through that 
medium.  Occasionally, I meet with the Chair of the Volunteer Service Council, perhaps three or 
four times a year.  However, because we are all moving around the site, attending meetings, or 
chatting at events, we stay in touch on an informal, ongoing basis as well and I find that very 
productive.   
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